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Abstract

The thesis consists of a novel, The Russian and Mrs Greene, and an exegesis
concentrating on the “character” problem. How would the story be delivered?
After much indecision, the novel was written as if told by the character “Isabel
Greene”. Isabel travels from her Tablelands home up to Brisbane where she stays
with her wealthy cousin. Her marriage is dry. Through her connection with a
working class Irish-Australian family she meets the Russian Bolshevik, Lev. It is
1918, war-time and the young men are fighting overseas while at home political
ferment stirs. Isabel falls in love and in spite of her doubts and evasions she
begins an affair with Lev. In Russia, the longed-for revolution has arrived and the
Bolsheviks stranded in Australia want to go home. As war ends, the soldiers
return bringing with them the Spanish *Flu. Many of them also bring a loathing of
the Reds. Isabel is caught up in the Red Flag Riots of 1919 as ex-soldiers take to
the streets, attempting to burn out the Russians. All around her, lives are in
turmoil. The Irish family falls apart, both her husband and lover are hurt by
Isabel’s withdrawals and society is ravaged by sickness and political struggle.
And Lev is arrested.

The bare bones do not hint at the struggle to find “Isabel”. The original
intention, precious to the author, was to write about an Irish-Australian family
before, during and after the First World War. The Eden-like youth of family
members would be shattered by war. Their labour politics would be spotlighted.
Instead, the novel did not yield until the lead character was found in Isabel
Greene, a middle class lady caught up in her erotic situation.

Fresh historical research had a negative impact on the original intentions. In the
exegesis, tracing early drafts shows that other characters might have taken the lead
and how assimilation fed into the ultimate figure of Isabel. An analysis of
limitations in her first-person narration with its ironic gap and emphasis on Desire
seem to make her “wrong”. But is she wrong? The relationship between the author
and Isabel is significant in the choice of character, and Isabel “relates” to other
characters on the level of theme. In her loss of faith she also represents Us. Most
importantly, through metaphor Isabel has lived the meaning of the most precious
of the original intentions, the myth of the Garden.
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PART ONE

THE NOVEL



The Russian
and Mrs Greene



AUTHOR’S NOTE

The year 1919 should have been a year of peace. What came to be known as the First
World War officially ended in November, 1918. Estimates suggest 10 million died
during that war, 20 million suffered serious injury and 10 million people became
refugees. What happened next must have defied hope. An outbreak of influenza, now
called the Spanish ’Flu pandemic, a particularly virulent infection, spread throughout
the world. The massive movements of troops spread the disease like wildfire, and,
while numbers are still disputed, modern analysts suggest from 50 to 100 million died
during its heyday from March 1918 to June 1920. It attacked the young and healthy.

The Great War altered everything and after it the world was indelibly marked.
Strikes, movements and demonstrations in Europe, Britain, the United States,
Australia and elsewhere eventually led to further workers’ rights and continuing
waves of women’s emancipation, the fruits of which we enjoy today. In Russia, the
revolution of 1917 finally led to the victory of the Bolshevik Communists. In Berlin,
the Spartacist Uprising which had begun as a general strike and was then joined by
communists, was put down with force. The Communist Party was formed in the
United States. The May Day riot in Cleveland, Ohio, was the most violent of a series
of nation-wide backlash outbursts resulting from the Red scare. In France on the same
day, a large left-wing demonstration led to violent confrontations with police. In India
that year, the Amritsar Massacre took place, and in China the May Fourth Movement
opposed foreign colonisers. In November, a mob lynched members of the radical
Industrial Workers of the World in the US, and a few weeks later Lincoln’s Inn in
London admitted its first female student to the Bar. In 1919 Mussolini founded his
Fascist Party in Italy. And Adolf Hitler, who claimed he had reacted against left-wing
movements in Germany, entered politics.

In Australia, a couple of thousand Russians had entered the country in the pre-

War years. Some of these were active Bolsheviks in exile. In 1919, the Red Flag Riots



took place in Brisbane. This novel is based on those events and owes a very great deal
to the detailed and passionate scholarship of Dr Raymond Evans, particularly his
books, The Red Flag Riots (UQP, 1988) and Radical Brisbane (The Vulgar Press,
2004). I also thank him for walking me around the site of the major incidents. The
major characters of the novel are invented. Two minor characters, Lucy and Vershkov,

are very loosely based on the story of Civa “Fanny” Rosenberg and A. M. Zuzenko.



But only the dance is sure!
make it your own.
Who can tell
what is to come of it?
William Carlos Williams

from “The Dance”
Pictures from Bruegel

then shall the lame man leap (iRe a hart,

and the tongues of the dumb sing for joy.

For waters shall break forth in the wilderness,
and streams in the desert;

the burning sand shall become a pool,

and the thirsty ground springs of water

Isaiah 35: 6-7



PROLOGUE

MOSCOW, 1937

The car drove slowly down the empty street, as snow crunched like shards of glass
under its wheels. None of the men spoke. When a passenger in the back seat struck a
match and the cabin shivered into shocked light, the driver rolled down the window,
hawked and spat. The window groaned upwards again, slimed with dirtied ice, and
inside the stale air greyed with smoke. Huddled in the darkness all around, the city
slept. Or pretended to.

In the still night, the river creaked and broke apart. The gurgling of freed water
was too faint for anyone to hear.

Moscow was white, sloping rooftops, cobbled squares, white heaped on
window ledges and the bare boughs of trees, on statues of heroes gone silver-haired
before their time. A day ago the river was hard, packed with snow right up to bridges
that had concocted themselves into kingdoms and fairy-tales. They’d become iced
drawbridges where troikas once had sledged, furs of dark mink and grey fox wrapped
about the shoulders of princesses and enfolding their dazzling heads, their frost-
reddened cheeks. The city could look like that in the full snow of winter, its mythical
heart captured by the heavy fall. Now as spring thaw crept up overnight, it would rise
and fly away. But the men were not imagining such things. One of them drummed his
fingers on the cold leather of the seat in front of him.

The car crossed the bridge and slid silently to a halt outside a stone building
that once had enjoyed the right to be unaware of its own quiet elegance. The four
over-coated men climbed out from each of the four doors, closed them quietly and
trudged through a foot of snow to get to the salted entrance way. The cigarette was
tossed away, its tip reddening the snow.

When they’d reached the fourth floor, kicked in the panelled door, he rolled
over in bed. He peered into the cruel light of the hallway to make out the shapes
lumbering towards him, and he dropped his head back on the pillow in a daze of
shock and relief. He’d been wondering for months which night they’d come. Now

they were here and it was all over. He’d had a lovely dream, more’s the pity. A



woman'’s eyes almost hidden under white furs, but not quite hidden. He’d been about
to brush the mantle from her head, touch the luxury of her hair whose colour he still
hadn’t seen, damn it. He hadn’t dreamt like that in a long time.

The covers were pulled from him and he was suddenly chilled. It occurred to
him to dress in as many layers as he could manage, before they took too much control.
He slid off the bed to his feet.

The electric light went on as he stepped into long underwear. He tugged them
up one leg and hopped on the other, not caring even remotely how absurd he might
look. He was belting his trousers when he heard the breakage. He froze, looked
around. It was quite deliberate, of course. The photograph lay in the pool of light from
his desk lamp, arced so that he wouldn’t miss the full impact. The glass had shattered,
torn into slivers like lost continents. Anna was only four in that photo, seated on a
child’s chair at her own birthday party, frowning with sober acknowledgement of her
place in the constellation. His hair and his broad forehead appeared just above her
curls, where he crouched in dumb servitude behind her. The passion he’d felt for her
then had not ever been quenched. And now the man’s boot slowly went down on her,
ground the glass so that he could hear the clink of it and the powdering ruin.

He said nothing. He surprised himself with his own calm, the reasoned
preparations he took as he sat back down on the sagging mattress, tugged on his
boots. Whatever they were going to do with him, he would measure out his responses,
invite nothing, yield only to the inevitable. After all, he was no stranger to this. He’d
learned a thing or two, it seemed. He regretted not putting his daughter’s picture in a
less obvious place, that’s all.

There was no point in hanging on to life. He’d thought about this all winter.
He was closer to sixty than to fifty. He hadn’t seen Anna in seven years, and his ex-
wife was hardly likely to soften. He couldn’t blame her for that. They hadn’t married
for love, but it was a sour kind of hatred now. Tonight there was strange satisfaction
in their separation because if his daughter had been here in his apartment, as he’d
longed for years, she’d be scared now. Shivering with cold and fear. His ex-wife had
chosen well the second time. She’d moved to her new husband’s domain in the
warmer south of the country. Maybe his substitute was not quite the idiot Lev had

thought. At least he knew how to play the game, Stalin’s man. They couldn’t touch

Anna.



He slid his finger between his heel and the shoe, forced his foot quickly in.
That’s when he decided to deprive them of the letter from Australia, too. He’d read it
again last night before he slept. He’d folded the five sheets back into creases she’d
made so neatly. He’d imagined her fingers sliding along the edges. He’d imagined it
not for titillation as he would have done in other times. No, but for closeness to her,
for her palpability which became stronger as the years went by. Miraculously, he’d
say, if he believed in miracles.

He stood again, turned and put the sole of his boot on the mattress. As he bent
to lace it, his hand reached under the pillow and slipped the letter up his shirtsleeve.
They were too busy destroying his things to notice. They’d pack up what they already
knew they wanted to examine, tear the rest to shreds, rip the covers off books, drop
whatever would shatter. There wasn’t much he didn’t know about it. The only thing
he didn’t know was where he was destined to end up. If it was Siberia, there was no
escape this time. He was too old. And to what purpose, really?

Now a hand came down on his shoulder. He went still. Fear took the stomach
no matter what. But he turned slowly, coolly obedient. These men weren’t going to do
a job on him. He saw it in the man’s eyes. He was too high in the Party, perhaps he’d
get off and then where would they be? He wouldn’t get off, of course, he knew that.
No one did anymore. But these men couldn’t calculate that with certainty. He walked
ahead of his captor. The other three began to gather at the doorway. Two of them
carried piles of papers and balanced on top of one pile, he noticed, was a photograph
of him and Pyotr Vershkov and Lucy. Vershkov had been arrested last summer along
with seven others in their office building. He’d happened to be on the street as they
were frog-marched out and bundled into the back of a van. Vershkov had seen him
and looked away.

It amused him that one of the men bothered to pull the cord dangling by the
door and the light went out. Such mannerly concern. Lev unhooked his heavy coat
from the hallstand as he was pushed from behind. He wasn’t going anywhere without
that. He wouldn’t freeze to death tonight.

The tenants in other apartments, all Party men of some rank in this fine
building, would be cowering in their beds, if not under them. It would be their turn
next, could have been tonight. The house was utterly silent except for the five of them

stampeding down the stairs. No need for stealth anymore.



He’d drop the letter in the snow as he got in the car. If the police hadn’t
already seen it before it was delivered to him, he’d be surprised. Whatever about that,
they couldn’t have it now. Her letters were the rope tying him to sanity. They became
closer, she and he, speaking to each other in words they wouldn’t use with anyone
else. When the first one arrived almost a decade ago, he’d been stunned. Hopeful, for
a mad moment. After a while, so slowly that he could hardly see how it happened,
doubt rose in him. Not about the dream he could already smell had turned sick. About
himself. Why had he done it? Why did he walk away from his other life, the one

waiting for him on the untaken road? And hers too. He’d done it to both of them.






Chapter One
Eastern Australia, 1918

«

his is a very bad time to come across town.”
“Well, I'm sorry, Madeleine.”

“Don’t be silly, Isabel, it’s not you.” She attacks that horn rather viciously.
“It’s this traffic. Peak hour. Where on earth do they think they’re all going in such a
rush, I"d like to know?”

“The world’s gone mad,” I say agreeably. I’d told her it could wait till
tomorrow. It was she who insisted we drive straight into town, when personally I’'m
quite fatigued after my train journey. How does she always make me feel so wrong-
footed?

Directly in front of our car, the driver of a baker’s cart stands on his platform,
a long whip in his hand. As Madeleine strangles her horn again, he turns his head and
stares down at us and I clasp my hands together on my lap. He has the most enormous
black moustache. His horse reduces its walk to an amble. It’s quite deliberate. He
holds the reins in a squarish hand, which is now bunched and tightened. When he
deigns to release us from his gaze and returns to the business of getting his horse and
cart to the end of the bridge, Madeleine says, “Thinks he owns the road.” But she
doesn’t hoot the horn again.

Mercifully he turns off to the right, up-river, and we proceed straight across
into Melbourne Street. A tram clatters along beside us. This is the first time I have
ever been in a private motor-car. I lack bravery. I say that with candour now, though
when I was very young there was hurt in the knowledge. The disdain of disappointed
adults hurts a child’s heart. What can one do? I cowered at the prospect of a three-
legged race. There is nothing more to be said of me. But I am heady with this drive.
Madeleine turns the steering wheel with alarming casualness and the thrill I feel is
visceral. I slowly stretch my arm along the door’s ledge. The speed of the vehicle

creates its own breeze, puffing my sleeve.
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“What’s the number of this place?” she says as we enter a side street, quieter.

The scrap of paper is in my handbag. I can’t trust my memory with numbers,
though forty-one comes as clearly to mind as if it were printed behind my eyes. Of
course, that happens to be my age. I’'m butter-fingered with these gloves and the
breeze plays havoc with the note.

“Don’t lose the thing.”

“Forty-one,” I say.

The brick wall of a foundry runs down one side of the road, and further along I
see a church with a stone cross on its peak. Beyond that is a clapboard hall behind a
paling fence. Madeleine brings the motor-car to a crawl and we both peer at the
houses on the other side, each on their own pockets of land, their gardens attaining
various degrees of success. It’s a strange kind of a street, neither fish nor fowl.

The number is painted on a wooden post box. Overhanging the footpath,
shading a patch of the road, is a tree that seems to grow like weed in this humid town.
I don’t know its name. The last rays of a most unforgiving sun catch the windshield as
she halts the car.

“I’ll wait here,” she says. The glossed, fatty leaves give a dappled effect to the
coffee-coloured netting she draws down from her hat as she drives. She doesn’t bother

lifting it. It’s difficult to see her eyes in this peculiar light.

The front door’s open. I've knocked too timidly. The hallway is long and silent, and I
see from spills of light that two doors further down are also open. I'm sure I’m not
alone.

“Excuse me,” I sing out. “Hello, excuse me?”

Should I just walk in? I wipe my feet on the dusty hemp mat, for all the good
it does, and step across the threshold. A man suddenly springs from the last room.

I almost drop one of my parcels. He walks from the shadows towards me and
catches it as it slides. Then he calmly lifts the other from the nest of my arms. I feel
his warm hand touching my skin. He loops his fingers through the string ties.

“Whom do you seek, Madame?” he says in the most precise English. He is
foreign.

I am a little shocked, I think, for I want to reply gaily, “I seek Katherine

Martin.”
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He waits for my answer not with the lazy glance of indifference men on streets
cast these days and not impatiently as if a woman is wearing on the nerves. No, he
waits differently. I have no idea who he is. Surely not the landlord.

“If you’d be kind enough, could you direct me to Katherine Martin’s room?” I
say.

He gestures with a lift of the elbow. “May I show you?” he says.

He turns and walks away and out of a meek habit and guided by my anxiety
over the parcels, because after all I haven’t the faintest idea what sort of a person he
is, I follow.

I can’t resist the impulse to examine the room he came from, which I see has a
window on to the side garden, a blind furled tight at the top, two single beds neatly-
made, a table with a pile of books. He has caught me. He looks over his shoulder and
stops still. Why does he stare at me like that?

[ don’t suppose it’s a crime that my eye has wandered, is it?

He says, “We must go through the dining room to the back of the house.”

I nod curtly and we move off again. It’s kind of this workman to proffer
assistance, I'm sure, even though I didn’t ask for it. And don’t need it. I see my
reflection in the sideboard’s mirror, my over-large hat with the spiked grevillea bloom
poked into the velvet band. I’d picked it off a bush in my garden just before I left for
the station early this morning. I’'m afraid it all looks rather silly, red tips more like the
remains of a bloody encounter than the abandon I’d wished to promote. Madeleine
probably thought so, too, when she saw me.

The mantel clock tocks deep as heart-throbs. It has the effect of silence. Its
small glass door is ajar as if it’s very recently been wound, though there’s no sign of
the key. The dining table is set with pepper and salt shakers, bottles of sauce and other
condiments, a sugar bowl covered in bead-cornered muslin. The cutlery, however, is
still not placed.

He holds another door open for me and allows me to pass, an awkward
movement for him with his hands full. He smells of something a little sour, a little
exotic, and I’'m so close to him that I can smell his underarm, too, as he pins the door
back. It’s violently warm in here. The kitchen is pregnant with the coming meal, one
huge pot on the range, probably potatoes, and a more modest one gurgling carrot rings

up to its watery surface. The meat must be in the oven. Is he the cook?
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As he moves past me he seems to create a breeze, barely possible in this
furnace of a room. He has stepped outside on to a narrow verandah, a widow’s walk
of the poorest kind, open to the air, the insects. He gazes back, as if to pull me from
the kitchen towards him. I hear the erratic muttering of the simmering pots and his
footsteps on the floorboards, echoing, dull. They’ve ceased before I come out into the
air.

He stands at another doorway facing back into the house. He raises his fist and
knocks. I’m just reaching him when I hear her say, “Yes?”

He looks at me. I lean towards the painted door and say intimately,
“Katherine, it’s Mrs Greene.” The blue paint is peeling off in long strips as if
someone has been at it with a chisel.

“Mrs Greene?”

“Yes, dear, I’ve just arrived up.”

“Just a tick,” she says.

I ready myself, stand upright and glance at him. I’d like to give the impression
that I’ve dismissed him, though I don’t usually wish to give anyone that impression.
He tucks a parcel under his arm and pincers two fingers towards me. I jerk backwards.
He peels something sticky from above my eye. He holds it up for me to see, a blue
splinter the shape of a fly or a tiny frog, and I find myself holding out my hand for it.

The door opens. The girl is undressed, holding up a towel to cover the bodice
of her petticoat. She cries out and slams the door shut again. I look at the man with
embarrassment and I want to laugh.

Wordlessly, he holds out first one parcel, which I take from him, and then the
other. Then he bows and walks away. I watch till he disappears into the kitchen.

“Katherine,” I say softly. “Open up. He’s gone.”

The door opens an inch or two and I see her there, peering. “Is he gone?”” she
whispers.

“Yes. Look, I’ve got these for you,” and I hold up the two packages.

“Oh, my God! I didn’t know there was a man out here.”

“Oh, dear,” I say. “How dreadful of me. I hope I haven’t caused you trouble.”

“It’s all right. He won’t say anything to anyone. He’s very nice and polite,

really.” But she has gone quite red in the face.
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Her room is a hot-house. The closed curtains are in a dead drop. Her washing stand, a
tripod affair, is out in the centre of the tiny room, the towel thrown on the chair beside
it. The water in the bowl is murky with soap. She’s left the bar in there.

“Is that your soap?”

“Oh,” she says and attempts to fish it out while I drop the parcels and my
handbag on her bed. Its spread is remarkably gay, deep red, Chinese-embroidered. On
the wall she’s hung a Chinese scroll, gorgeous spider marks in thick black ink, shifts
of intensity in how the pen has been held. I've never seen Oriental art up so close
before.

“Your mother sends her love. I was down with her last night,” I say.

“I posted a letter off to her today. I'll have to write again tonight, tell her all
about this, your visiting me.”

“I would have given you notice, Katherine, but I only decided yesterday to
come up. Where did you get these lovely things, the scroll and the bedspread? Were
they here?”

“They’re mine. I bought them off a Chinaman, Mr Sung. There’s boats in the
river that come all the way down from China.”

“What a world! Imagine getting on a boat one day and sailing off to Heaven
knows what.”

“That’s what I want to do,” she says. “I don’t see why I can’t.”

The room is so small that our two voices don’t seem to fit. Katherine is such a
passionate creature.

“You’d want to open these. She said one’s food and the other has little things
she’s been making up for you.”

Katherine rubs her hands with a corner of the towel, her eyes on the booty on
the bed.

“Who is that gentleman? The foreigner?”

She holds up her finger to her lips.

“No, no,” I say. “He’s gone back into the house.”

Her voice becomes a stage whisper. “The place is full of Bolsheviks. You
know, Russians.”

“My goodness!” I shove a parcel out of the way and sit down on the red
bedspread.

“Sometimes I walk in and they’re all talking Russian. Plotting revolution.”
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“My Lord, Katherine. Does your mother know?”

She shrugs. “They’d love to go home but the Government won’t let them.”

“Well, I don’t see why not. It’s a free country, isn’t it? Can’t they just get a
boat?”

She shrugs again. “Well, according to what I hear,” she says. She does make
me laugh, the little thing. “There’s an international conspiracy. To keep them out of
Russia.”

“Oh, my. You’d think they’d want them to go, wouldn’t you, if they’re
plotting revolutions. Here too, you mean?”

“Here and everywhere. They’d love the world to be for the people, not for the
King and the Czar and everyone and all the money people, you know.” Her eyes have
been wide, innocent and now she gazes quickly at the floor. She says, “The really rich
money people, Mrs Greene, not just a little bit rich.”

“Well, I don’t suppose they’re going to bother shooting the likes of me.”

“Oh, no,” she says and she stares at me, alarmed. “They won’t shoot you.”

My feathers are a trifle ruffled by the way this conversation is going. I don’t
believe I'm oppressing anyone and surely my heart is open to those in need. After all,
I’ve gone to all this trouble to deliver packages, went down to Mrs Martin last night
who lives in a public house into which I’d never put foot until she was forced to take a
room there and then I carried the darn things on the train and in the cab, and got my
cousin involved in the enterprise. And now I'm to be put up against a wall and shot.

“People judge others by the outside things,” I say. “That is why there’s a war.”

And that is my last word on the matter. In order to restore relations, I say,
“When are you off work, Katherine? Perhaps we could go to a show.”

Her forehead has creased. She, too, resents the intrusion of world affairs and
the way they have of tumbling people off fences, one side or the other. I don’t believe
for a minute she’s ever considered me a snob. But she suddenly smiles very brightly.

“Yes, please,” she says. “Sometimes I’m off Wednesday afternoons,
sometimes Saturday afternoon. The union got it for us.”

“Right, well, I’ll be up in Brisbane for a while so I'll let you know. My cousin
is outside, Katherine. I won’t stay. My, my, it’s hot in here.”

“You get used to it.” She lifts the blouse she’s hung over the back of the chair,
pulls it on and buttons it with a concentration I’ve noticed in her since she was quite

small.
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“You look very well, anyway,” I say. “Quite the young lady.” I stand up. It’s
quite dreadful in here. I can’t breathe at all.

“They make you look smart at work. We get all types of customers. I’'m on the
gloves counter now.”

“I imagine that’s a promotion.” I move pointedly to the door and open it.

The night is already blackening in that astonishingly immediate way it does so
far north. But it’s still so hot, so humid. “I suppose it’s better than some other jobs,”
she says behind me.

I have never worked. But even girls of my type may work these days.
Everything is changing. Katherine is in a different boat. I know she sends most of her
wages home to her mother and younger brothers.

She strides along the verandah, her strong shoulders held easily back, luscious
hair piled on top of her head. What is she, seventeen, eighteen? She’s an intimidating
force to the likes of me. I am, after all, rather foolish and of no use whatsoever in this

terrible world.

“Give her a toot on the horn,” I say to Madeleine.

A moth drops to the bonnet, either dead or dying, and lies there in a grave of
fallen leaves. My white lace handkerchief flaps in the air. Katherine stands in the light
of the hallway, waving, and then begins walking down the garden path. We’re already
at the next corner before, startled, I hear two loud honks. She’s at the gate now, still
waving. Contorted in the passenger seat, I continue our farewell as we turn. What is
she feeling? Lonely for all I so palely represent? I’m gripped with a longing to bring
her with me and take good care of her, Katherine who has grown up under my eyes.

I poke my handkerchief into my waistband, but my foot remains at an
awkward angle and for the moment I don’t seem to have the energy to adjust myself.
Instead, I lean my elbow on the door’s ledge.

Madeleine drives quietly. We are again on the bridge, a tram rattling across
beside us. There are lights on the water, fishing boats heading out, cargo ships heavy
ghosts against the docks.

“Do you want to tell me now?”

“What?” I say. Her voice has shocked me.

She signals her intent to turn left and concentrates as we veer away from the

town’s evening life.
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“Why the sudden arrival.”

The river slides along with us. “I sent you a telegram from Toowoomba, when
the train stopped for lunch.”

“I gotit.”

“I know. The maid told me.” I hope I haven’t brought trouble on the maid’s
head, speaking her mistress’s business. I pluck out the handkerchief again and bunch
it in my dampened palm.

“You’re white as a sheet, Isabel. You don’t look at all well.”

“I’m just tired, that’s all. I’ve been travelling all day.”

“Have you had a fight with Christopher?”

I speak to the river, to the low-lying trees lapped by its water, “Not really.”

“You haven’t left him, have you?”

And now I gaze straight ahead at the two beams of light. It seems a precarious
transport, this trusting vehicle, bumping over stones and pot-holes at such mechanical
speed, foolish behaviour in the darkness.

There’s no point in not telling her, since she has guessed. “I don’t know what

I’ve done,” I say.
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Chapter Two

ackstage, corridors are surprisingly narrow. It seems we have to walk

crabwise to allow the cast passage between dressing room and stage. When

we see a tiny woman coming towards us, one of the chorus from the looks
of her costume, Katherine and I immediately become accretions on the sickly green
wall. As the woman approaches, the mystery of her make-up melts before our eyes,
black liner loosed from its alluring contours, flooding inkily into the high-crimson
rouge of her cheeks. She’s wet with perspiration, her hair oiled with it, the brown
mess of her powder turned to mud, her red blouse stained. She heaves with effort, her
breath not under control, as if she’s seen a most terrible sight. She is smaller than both
of us, a bird-like woman.

Mr O’Meara, our kindly Virgil whom we have followed down these trails for
the last two minutes, touches the creature’s shoulder. She looks up at him, widens her
lips and smiles and I suddenly realise who she is. I’m quite stunned at the
transformation.

“Evelyn, my dear, you were never better,” Mr O’Meara says. He purports to
speak with an English accent, but surely he’s Irish?

“Did I make you swoon, Bobby?” she says in a voice deeper than any
woman’s I have ever heard, suggestive in a way that couldn’t help but attract even a
woman, yet trouble her spirit too.

“I swoon whenever I think of you. Tonight, I fainted.”

“Ah, Bobby, and still on your feet?”

The two of us watch, their gawping audience, till they laugh, a well-timed
joke, their eyes sly with each other. Bobby O’Meara says, “Evelyn, may I present Mrs
Isabel Greene and Miss Katherine Martin, friends of Madeleine Stevenson.” And
again, that look of slyness between them.

“What a pleasure,” the actress says. “And is dear Madeleine not with you

tonight? Ah, what a disappointment. Such a charming woman.”
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“My cousin spoke so highly of you, too, Miss Fontaine. She urged me to see
your performance while I was in town.” I feel as if I’m in the play too, saying my few
lines.

The woman’s tiny hands touch mine. She is terribly hot. “You must join us
later. Bobby, they really must.”

“Absolutely. We’ll meet you down there, Evie, love. Don’t let us delay you.
You’ll catch a chill.”

Her hands lift from mine and I understand that the interview is over. “Please
don’t let us keep you, Miss Fontaine,” I say. “And thank you so much, we’d be
delighted to join your party.”

“Marvellous,” and her gaze slides so quickly and so completely away from us
that it feels as if we barely exist without it. Her heat wanes and there’s a chill left
behind. Mr O’Meara has the look of a lonely boy as she moves on light feet up the
corridor, another voice calling her name. When he catches my eye, he is embarrassed.
He is quieter as he says, “Will we move on to the Albert? It’1] take them a while.”
Katherine’s been silent for some time. She’s under-dressed, poor thing. I hadn’t
realised we’d be going on after the theatre. I hope she doesn’t feel out of place.

“Katherine, does that suit you?” I say. She nods as if only half-present. She’s
an unusual child.

As we leave the theatre and walk a few doors down the street to the hotel, I
engage Mr O’Meara in conversation. Katherine walks along beside me, speechless,
unpractised at this art. It’s exhausting, of course, but she must learn to make an effort.

I had to.

The world is again brightly lit, mirrors, crystal glasses alive and brilliant, the feathers
in women’s hair arching in the excited air. It hasn’t been like this for a long time, not
for me. The place is packed. For Katherine’s sake, I must not give way now to shy

nerves.

I take her arm and say, “Have you ever seen anything like it, Kate?”, and I
smile knowingly at Mr O’Meara.

I think she may have been about to answer, but O’Meara is set upon by three
shimmering women with loud and throaty voices, and a man of sixty who’s as gaudily

volatile as his sparrow companions.
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I wait patiently for our introductions. Overhead two black fans turn slowly
and behind us blasts of heat scorch at our backs whenever someone pushes at the

revolving door.

The bones of my face ache. We’ve barely moved, fitfully joined in forced
conversations, dallied with pretend gallantry. Strangely, by the time I have a glass of
lukewarm punch in my hand, I’'m no longer enamoured. I’ve noted barbed exchanges
more than once. I’ve never liked that.

I turn to Katherine who is sipping at her punch, her finger busily holding back
a slice of orange against the rim of the glass. She’s a lifeline in this gay mayhem and I
see in her eyes, as her gaze roams curiously, a self-containment beyond her years.
Beyond my years, to be frank. Among these bright peacocks, this sparkling glitter, I
see her for what she is. She surrenders to the allure of the orange slice, plucks it from
the glass and her teeth pull at the flesh. I don’t know what she’s going to do with the
half-moon of skin.

“What do you think?” I say, close to her ear.

“It’s fun.”

“Is it?” I'm surprised. I look around again as if to see something I’ve missed.

“Oh, yes,” she says. “They can’t wait to forget everything.”

“Maybe they never remembered,” I say.

I don’t know why I’m suddenly so distrustful of this tightly-packed party. I
suppose I’'m unsure of myself, as if I somehow failed the test when I entered the
room, just as I usually do.

“Do you want to sit down?” she asks me.

“Oh, yes, I think so. If we can find anywhere.”

She takes charge, steers her way around clusters of conversers, every now and
then glancing over her shoulder to satisfy herself than I’'m safely following. We are
not ignored. Women glance at us, and men who are years older than Katherine take on
a look of momentary stupefaction as she comes into their sights. They are like fish
lured by a sun-catching glint, while she seems to notice nothing.

She’s brought me over to the inside wall of glass doors. Chairs are scattered
about but are all taken. We both look foolishly up and down as if this will cause a

miracle. “Nothing,” she says.
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I begin to say a soothing word after all her valiant attempt, when through the
bevelled panes of glass I see a man’s figure, distorted, becoming longer as he
approaches. I think I recognise him. “Katherine,” I begin.

But he’s already opened the door and he too calls her. “Katherine,” he is
saying.

She’s drawn between us, looks at me, confused, and then turns her head.
“Lev!” she cries.

He steps into our gilded room. “I saw you in the theatre.”

“Mrs Greene,” Katherine says, “This is Mr Kurakin, from my boarding
house.”

He bows his head, like a gentleman. I am a little shocked to see him.
“Madame,” he says. “A pleasure.”

“But we’ve met before,” I say, gauche. Am I so unnoticeable?

“Yes,” he says and I realise instantly that he’s avoided the memory of
Katherine’s embarrassment on that occasion. As I have not. “Yes,” he says again. “I
saw you at the theatre, madame, in your box. You have come up in the world, Miss
Katherine.”

“Oh, it’s Mrs Greene’s cousin that got it for us, didn’t she, Mrs Greene? She’s
a patron, whatever that is.”

He’s looking at me rather too frankly. He is an unsettling man. “Your cousin is
a kind woman, Mrs Greene.”

“She is kind. I am - ” and I stop myself from a rush of foolish disclosure. He
gazes at me, waiting. “I’m on holiday.”

“Holiday! We all need holiday. To forget ourselves for a moment.”

“Forget ourselves,” I say and I laugh.

Katherine looks at me. Mr Kurakin doesn’t laugh either, though perhaps
there’s the edge of enjoyment in his eyes. I’m not sure I like this man.

“It’s so hot,” Katherine says.

“Too crowded in here,” he says. “We’re more comfortable in the other room.
Would you care to join us, Mrs Greene?”

Katherine says, “Are there any seats?”

“We’ll find some,” he says.

Katherine suddenly turns into a child, her face softened and questioning as she

asks, “Can we go in, Mrs Greene?”
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The sensation that I’'m responsible for this girl, that she looks to me for the
nod of assurance, is unexpectedly pleasurable. I lay my hand on her arm, her skin hot
under the white blouse. “Of course,” I say. Though I am a little uneasy. I suppose she
thinks him quite handsome, a man much too old for her. And a foreigner, of course.

Mr Kurakin has been watching this exchange quietly and now he gestures me
forward. I'm suddenly overwhelmed with the image of walking past him at the
boarding house the other day, of drinking in his smell. I almost brush his chest with
my shoulder and this time there’s a pungent odour of liquor, the reek of tobacco.
Nothing unpleasant about it, I don’t say that.

I identify his group immediately, sitting by an enormous window. They’re so
clearly foreign. Working people. As we approach, each of them turns to watch us.
Three women, one as young as Katherine, seem to be appraising us, and one leans her
head to another, makes a comment. Two of the men rise from their seats, gazing over
my head for some indication from Mr Kurakin. I feel his hand on my back and I react
like a scalded cat, jerk fractionally. No one else seems to have noticed my response
yet I feel the hand unobtrusively drop. If he’s put out, he doesn’t show it.

He begins the introductions succinctly. He seems to lack the need to impress
either me or his companions. They greet me courteously if somewhat coolly. I’ll
never remember the names. Katherine seems to know most of them, from the house 1
suppose. One of the men graciously offers me his chair and Katherine is given another
on which she perches straight-backed. She’s nervous.

I understand they’ve been speaking their own tongue and now they’ll be
obliged to switch. How silly of me to have ever presumed that a man stuttering
English, groping for the word, must be rather stupid. These people aren’t stupid. I see
it in their eyes, in the way they glance at one another. It’s we who are being judged, or
perhaps I to be more accurate. What do they see? A woman faded into middle age,
sheathed in pink silk, borrowed but of course they couldn’t know that, a silly pink
feather planted in hair which is not alive as it used to be nor as fair. I know what the
Russians believe in. It’s in the newspapers every day. And what they believe in, I am
not.

As I consider this, my hands folded on my lap, Mr Kurakin leans down to me

so that his breath is on my cheek. “Something cool to drink, Mrs Greene? Do you take

wine?”
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His darkened jaw is so close that I can see individual bristles pricking at the
skin. I raise my eyes to his. “I’ve never had wine.”

His face expresses surprise but he says only, “Would you like to try a glass of
cold white wine?”

“Thank you.” And he’s gone. Why was I too embarrassed to ask for sherry?
Does it seem too provincial? A warm flush rises in me though I attempt to gaze
calmly over this nest of Russians, so casual in their posture, even the women. One of
them fans herself with a theatre programme, but she is watching me.

The man beside me puts his elbows on his thighs, his chin on his fists, a
movement of sorts towards me, and says, “Madame, you are relative of Katherine?”

Quietly, Katherine says, “No.”

“No,” I say. “Friend of the family. We live in a country town, sir, on the other
side of the state border, in New South Wales.”

“Ah,” he says as if I’ve announced an extraordinary thing. “Not Queensland?”

“No. Across the border.” And I lift my hand above my head. “Up high on the
tablelands. It’s not as hot as here.”

I see him watching my hand, apparently an exotic bird to him, and I lower it.
Then he rolls his own hand as if he’s stirring memory, searching for the words. “Ah,
yes,” and his lips push forward and I wait. “Yes, I know this place, I believe.” He
looks around at the others.

The woman who stares at me from behind the slow flap of the pamphlet says,
“The train stops there.”

“Exactly,” he agrees. “But I have not been off the train. Just travel to Sydney,
you understand?”

Eager, I too lean forward. “That’s quite correct. The train to Sydney goes
through there. We are right on the border, you see.” And I use the sharp edge of my
hand to represent it. “On one side is Queensland where the train stops at the station
and you have to change there on to another train, the one for Sydney.”

“But this is so ... absurd, you might say.” He’s pleased with how this
conversation is going, pulling English words out of a hat, the vaudeville magician. It
is all very ridiculous. But I urge him on with a certain sympathy in my eyes. Our
audience follows us with a fine balance of courtesy and boredom. I’m loath to let it

g0, to be reduced to silence again.
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To my relief, he continues, “Why is there such a change, Madame? Can you
explain it?” He opens his hands and delights himself with the triumph of humour into
which he has drawn me.

“Absurd,” I say. “Two different railway gauges.”

“Yes! One fights with the other.” The joke is getting hilarious and the others
laugh too.

I shake my head, pushed beyond logic at the mad ways of men. “Don’t ask me
to explain it.” As I laugh I'm dimly aware of the strains of music starting up again in
the glittering room, the small orchestra hired for the evening. My fellow
conversationalists also glance towards the glass-paned doors. Our train story has come
to a hiccupping halt. Miraculously, a wine glass appears by my cheek.

“Madame,” he says almost under his breath. Katherine reaches over me to take
her cordial and the cuff of her muslin blouse slides back. Her skin is pale on the inner
arm, three blue veins nakedly clear at her wrist, a delta branching almost painfully
into the broad opening of her hand. I sip at the wine, bitter, cold.

I believe I’'m older than anyone here, a faded flower. By a handful of years but
it is a significant handful. These are mysterious men, mysterious women, something
heated in them for all the ease of demeanour, reclining in their seats, ankles casually
grasped across knees. And I’'m terribly aware of Mr Kurakin’s arm resting along the
back my chair. He sits on a stool he found at the bar which he has intruded beside me.

Katherine is beginning to relax. She adjusts herself like a child, her knee
drawn up a little as if at any moment she might curl into a ball, listen to the talk with
her head in a warm dark hollow, just as she did years ago, a tiny peeping of her eyes.

The Russians’ earlier conversation is apparently continuing, hospitably in
English for the most part. Or perhaps not quite a continuation, who could tell? Their
voices lower as if the foreign tongue requires wariness. And their eyes are following
movements about the room. My new acquaintance, who’s so intrigued by differences
in the width of railway gauges, has forgotten me as he gazes through the window on
to the street, surveying a gentleman passing quickly by.

The youngest of the Russian women, whose English seems perfect, hisses
something I can’t make out. They’re discussing some battle, just as Madeleine and I
did over the breakfast table, the newspaper spread open in my cousin’s hands, the
bottom of the page dipped carelessly in the marmalade bowl. But the battle that

concerns these foreigners has been fought in Russia somewhere, not France. It’s hard
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for me to establish who is fighting whom. I examine the young Russian girl’s face,
Lucy they seem to call her, study the muscular workings of her jaw, a certain passion
in her performance, her hand open and adamant. I realise that nothing is quite as it
seems here, for she has an unexpected authority. She is listened to, and other heads
nod in agreement. These women frighten me.

My back is stiff, and on my lap my hand is closed in a fist. Yet I don’t want to
leave. The bitter wine becomes palatable as one drinks more of it and it gives me
something to do, to hold the glass to my lips and sip, to swallow.

A serving girl has appeared with her tray. As she silently takes up empty
glasses, the conversation ceases. She’s slow. I sense in her an urge to linger. She
wipes a cloth rather haphazardly over the marble-topped table. An ash-tray is dirtied
with the remains of their smokes and the burnt-out chars from someone’s pipe, and
yet she doesn’t seem to notice it. A stain on the marble troubles her. She polishes at
it, back and forth, with no great speed. Eventually we are all watching her. And then
she tucks the cloth in the band of her white apron and walks away, her collection of
glasses clinking worryingly against one another.

The Russian girl turns to the man beside her, who has said very little. His
moustache droops on either side. She speaks to him in their own language and he,
gazing hard at her, responds. A few of them glance towards us. Somehow the
attention has focused on me.

Mr Kurakin says to me, “We are going somewhere else, Mrs Greene. More
comfortable. It is near where we live, on the other side of the river.”

“Yes, Madame,” the moustachioed man says, surprising me with his address.
“Forgive us, that we must leave. But if you would join us perhaps? The tram stops
outside.”

The others are already preparing themselves. The departure will be swift. I do
not quite understand it.

“Thank you,” I say, and I don’t know to whom I’m speaking for they’re all
standing now. “But I shall hail a cab and take Katherine home, and proceed from
there to my cousin’s.”

Mr Kurakin touches my arm and I look up, gaze into his face.

“Mrs Greene,” he says, “We are going to a café near our boarding house.

Come with us on the tram and later we can ... hail a cab, as you say.”
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I excused us to Mr O’Meara in such a hurried way that he looked puzzled for a
moment. But he bid us goodnight effusively, more than glad to be relieved of
responsibility. As I push through the crowd I catch sight of the leading lady, Evelyn,
dressed in dark purple, her neck and face whitened by the contrast. Or perhaps aided
by pale powder. She’s surrounded, as I would expect. Laughing, her head is thrown
back while her eyes, which disconcertingly are not taking part in the comedy, glint
under her lowered lids. She’s watching others in the room not yet involved, as if
marking them off. She has spotted me. Her assessment is immediate. She sees the
Russians, she takes in Mr Kurakin with his hand on my elbow, and then returns her

gaze to me, nods imperceptibly.
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Chapter Three

hrough the slits of my eyes, I see a mist of mid-morning light glint among

rubbery leaves. There’s a green interlock of them massed up behind the

white balustrades of the verandah, pushing against the posts, fingering
through the trellis work. Madeleine’s garden is aswamp with leaf, under daily threat
from torrid growth. Down here on the coast, no house withstands it unless effort is
thrown back at it, cutting at it, pruning its edges. At this silent hour, it’s in subtle
equilibrium with me and with the verandah, with the air flowing endlessly through the
rooms, the air which remains both coolly separate from it and suffers kinship with it.

“Dreaming?”

Madeleine’s voice surprises me into movement. I shift in my seat and the plate
of toast on my lap topples to my side.

“Oh, sorry,” I murmur, and carefully lift the half-slice of buttered hot bread
from my dressing gown. I haven’t been quick enough. There’s a dark stain of grease
over the expansive fan of a peacock’s blue tail.

“Stained?”

“Yes. Dear, oh dear.”

“Susan will iron it out.”

I hold the toast between two careful fingers. Madeleine’s presence makes me
uncomfortably aware of my clumsiness, and it seems unaccountably too difficult to
retrieve the lop-sided plate from where it’s wedged between my thigh and the bamboo
struts of the chair, particularly with one hand.

“Just put the toast down, Isabel.”

“That’s what I'm trying to do.” Madeleine has talked to me like this since we
were four years old, and I’ve never got out of the habit either. My part in it has just
become clear to me, as if I've stepped away and looked at us for the first time. “I am

capable of dealing with a slice of toast, Madeleine.”
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“Oh, well!” she says as if it’s I who have insulted her, dismissing her
dominion like that.

I was in such a good mood.

She drags her chair across to the edge of the verandah, deliberately scraping
the feet along the floorboards, and then sits as if she’s exhausted from the effort. She
drapes her hand over the railing, turns the palm consumptively up and affects to catch
a breeze. “You were in late,” she says.

I’ve managed to dispose of the damnable toast and plate on to the table, and
now I sweep at my lap for crumbs. Christopher would expect an explanation too,
rightly I suppose. He’d sit and wait, or stand and wait, until I’d given it to him. I
didn’t pay him a thought last night, not one thought. How very strange and sad.

“Did you have a good time?” she tries.

“Yes, a lovely time. Mr O’Meara was very charming.”

“Oh, good.” She’s pleased now. “I did ask him to take care of you. So? Who
did you meet?”

“Some of the cast. The leading lady. We were invited to the party in the hotel
down the street.”

“You didn’t take the girl along?”

“Of course I did. I couldn’t just tell her to go home.”

She taps her fingers against the wood as if she’s hearing music, only half-
listening to me. She astonishes me at times with her sudden snobberies. And I'd been
so awed lately by her letters, her radical leanings, her marches and protests, accounts
of her standing up to hector various miscreants of politicians.

“What did you think of her?” she says.

“Of Katherine?”

“No! The leading lady. Evelyn.” She raises her eyebrows. “I believe she’s the
most shocking gossip, so be careful what you say.”

I rub at a sore spot on my elbow and glance quickly at my cousin. I recall
anxiously the look Evelyn gave me as I left the hotel, the wordless lack of innocence.

“I don’t think she likes other women,” my cousin states.

“I had very little to do with her. We didn’t stay very long.”

“Didn’t you?” She looks at me, surprised. So there has been no telephone call
to report my sudden departure last night, no informing about my questionable

companions. And why should there be?
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I grip the delicate handle of the teapot, place the silver strainer over my cup
and pour. The tea has turned murky. “Do you want a drop?” I say anyway.

“I’ll wait till morning tea. I had breakfast before you woke.”

I decide to keep silent. I'm used to her subtleties. Apparently I am lazy and
dissolute, disgraceful in my night attire. Madeleine reaches overhead for a young
green bough, bends it towards her face as if to inhale some barely present pungency. I
try to tug the robe more closely across my breast.

The tea is bitter but I feel obliged to drink it now. Susan’s arrival, hurried and
unconcerned, saves me from it. “Message dropped in,” she says.

We both look at her, follow the line of her plump arm down to where a folded
sheet of paper is clutched in her hand. Madeleine releases a leaf she’s been tugging
and the branch bounces back. “No, Madam,” Susan says. “It’s for Mrs Greene.”

“Oh?” she says.

“You wouldn’t know who’d turn up at the door next,” Susan says and she
holds the note out to me. Her finger and thumb clamp its corner tightly as I pull on it.

“Who was it?” Madeleine asks rudely, but I'm heart-beatingly curious too.

The note has been folded into eights, grubbied by sweat. It stinks of tobacco,
as if it has been in someone’s unkempt pocket.

“Some foreigner. Come in a delivery van. I don’t know why they don’t learn
to speak English if they want to live here.”

My hands are beginning to shake. To hide this palsy from my cousin’s eyes I
lower the paper to my lap, smooth it out against the calico of my nightgown. Under it
my legs are warm.

“Some of them don’t want to be here. They’d rather be in their own country,”
I say.

I can hear the silence. I keep my head down.

Susan says, after Heaven knows what kind of look has been exchanged, “Let
them, then.”

“It’s hardly O’Meara, sending a message on the back of a delivery van.”

“It’s from Mr Kurakin.”

“Mister Who?” As if the name is too outrageous to be taken seriously.
Madeleine is extraordinarily aggravating. Is it any of her business whom I receive

messages from? Why doesn’t the maid make herself scarce, for goodness’ sake?
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I concentrate on the unusual script, a handwriting completely unfamiliar to
me. “It’s from Mr Kurakin. He’s an acquaintance of Katherine Martin’s. We met at
the hotel last night.”

“Thank you, Susan,” Madeleine says and the tone of her voice makes me look
over at her. She’s taken a sudden interest in the garden, a finger poised at the side of
her mouth.

The maid touches the teapot with the back of her hand. “This is cold. Do you
want another drop?”

“Oh, yes.” Madeleine is feigning languor. “We might as well. Ask Cook for
some scones, would you?”

She takes her sweet time leaving us, but finally she gives in and treads up the
hallway in her heavy, black shoes. Madeleine raises an eyebrow again. She is so
theatrical. ““You met him last night?”

I refold the sheet of paper, using my fingernails to define the crease. I can
sense her impatience and I bend to it. “I met him once before, the night I arrived,
when you drove me to Katherine’s boarding house.”

“You didn’t mention that.”

“Oh?”

“And she made an arrangement to meet him last night, did she? Did she tell
you beforehand?”

“No, Madeleine, she didn’t make an arrangement. What have you got against
her?”

“What do you mean? I’ve got nothing against her. I’ve never even met the
girl.”

“Well, you seem annoyed.”

“I’m not annoyed.” She pretends to laugh and grabs at that poor leaf over her
head. “You just bumped into him, did you?”

“That’s what happened. Bumped into him and he introduced me to his friends.
And then they were worried about spies and we left the hotel.”

As she stares at me, I shake my head slightly as if to say, well, you wanted to
hear the story.

Madeleine has always been smarter than I. The gradually-arriving conclusion

expresses itself on her face. “Bolsheviks,” she announces. And she has her victory.
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I wish this did not happen between us. I wish things were simpler. I am only
looking for peace. I slip the note into my robe pocket and leave my hand inside its
cavernous privacy. There seems no escape, not here, nor at home where Christopher
also exhausts me.

“You left the hotel and where did you go?”

I might as well be in police charge. She’s not going to hear the worst of it,
though. Why should she? “And then I came home.”

“Immediately?”

I glance at her. Her eyes are misted. Heaven knows what mood has descended
on her. The wise option is to head for my room. “Needless to say,” I continue, rather
arched, “I first ensured Katherine’s return to her boarding house. She was, after all,
my guest.”

“And I’m correct, am I, that these people are Bolsheviks?” So officious.

“You are, Madeleine. I believe there are agents who watch them and spy on
them and so on.”

“Yes, I’'m aware of that. Well, Isabel! You are getting an education, aren’t
you?”

I expect my face betrays me. I would like to throw the buttered toast right at
her, hopefully the greasy side. But I don’t want to enflame. I don’t like argument. So I
pick up my knife and spread marmalade over the benighted slice instead. It tastes

awful.

Dear Mrs Greene,

I am enquiring regarding your safe arrival at your place of residence, or otherwise. It
is to be hoped that you had no difficulties. As 1 feel that I should have accompanied
you in the cab despite your protestations, the hour so late, I am desolate.

After your departure, our party continued gathered at the Russian eating
establishment we pointed out to you, and let me assure you that Katherine was well
taken care of, to quote you exactly. As a group, some of us walked from the restaurant
to the boarding house and she was seen to her door.

It was with regret that I said good-night to you, too early.

Your comrade,

L.A. Kurakin
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I bend my head to my knees and bury my forehead there out of pure
humiliation. The stiff formality of it! The bemusement, the cocked eyebrow at my
antics last night, my insisting to the point of tears almost that Katherine and I decline
the invitation to dine with them. I’'m glad Katherine stood her ground with me, went
with them, behaved as any brave woman would. He must think me such a fool.

Yet he walked me back across the bridge. The river was black, apart from oily
glints under the light of lanterns. We walked slowly, step by step, until eventually we
trod in rhythm with one another and there was only the sound of one footfall. His arm
brushed against mine and once my elbow collided with his as we talked in the night
that was becoming silent, the town closing its doors, falling asleep. Four hopeful,
horse-drawn cabs lined up along the Quay, dimly waiting. As I climbed up into the
first, his hand took my weight. He bowed again as he said good-night.

I was giddy as a girl while the cab clopped alongside the river. The air was as
warm as his hand had been and beside me the heart-beat lap of water. I’ve never
walked alone in the night with a man before, other than my husband I mean. It was

probably very wrong of me. But there’s really no need to tell Christopher about it.
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Chapter Four

can’t stay away forever. A restful visit with a cousin, what’s so questionable

about that in these bad times? The train pulled out of Brisbane amid a most

frightful clamour, wagons discarded every which way on side tracks, the
loading and unloading of goods apparently a cause of rising temperature, men
shouting, young cattle bellowing their terror.

Madeleine waved a white handkerchief, perhaps a plea for peace, who knows?
She’s begged me to come back to her new home frequently, even at the drop of a hat.
She just had to put it that way, couldn’t resist I suppose. She did cry. I always get
upset at partings, too.

The train must have been sitting in the sun, waiting, for quite some time. My
leather head-rest is uncomfortably hot. This does not help my headache. I need air, a
deep breath of cool mountain air. My corset is a torment. I need to be at peace with
myself, close my eyes against the glare, calm the jumble in my mind. If only I had
some lavender water. I know I strike a tragic pose, hand on breast, forehead pressed
against window.

There is nowhere to go, not here, not there.

The climb begins into the mountains. Already there’s clarity in the air, the paddocks
stretching out greyly, trees taller, more sure of themselves. Spring is late up here this
year. The light, no longer fat and bulbous as it is on the coast, has an edge to it, angled
sharply through tree boughs in the late afternoon.

I’ve slept, I think. Out of desperation. It will be an hour or more till we reach
the border and change trains. A mist is rising above the grass, hovering there.

It will be dark and I haven’t warned him. I couldn’t think of how to frame the
telegraph message. Returning home. Or if I’d said, “meet the train”, I’d have to look
out for him as we pulled in, allow him to help with the luggage, lead me through the
station hall, his back stiff with everything I’d done to him. No, I couldn’t bear it. But

what will I do? Sleep in the station waiting room?

34



“I’'ll carry this inside for you, Mrs Greene.”

Mr Kelly is a faithful cab driver. His retirement from the mail coach has
invested him with a domesticity he lacked before, the servant these days of a mere
handful of roads.

“I’m all right, Mr Kelly, thank you very much indeed. Mr Greene will help me
with it. You’re very kind.”

“Goodnight, so, ma’am,” he says and he’s already gone down the path. The
catch of the wooden gate clicks behind him, his footsteps thud on the cold ground.

The key is in the lock but I haven’t turned it. Mr Kelly is delaying, probably
watching me, waiting to see me safely inside. The light’s on in the study. He knows
I’m here. He must be sitting at his desk, the curtains closed behind him though not
completely. He’s left a gap between them, absent-minded, distracted by something. I
can just see a small fire leaping in the grate.

It’s Mr Kelly’s insistent patronage that drives me inside. No sooner does the
light from the hall lantern spill over me than he signals his horse, drops the reins
lightly on her rump, and the clopping starts up again, the jangle of a tiny bell she
wears prettily under her throat. The wheels sough on the roadway.

There’s a smell of damp in the house. That is why I insist on polish every
week, not just for the gleam which I also love, but for the pungency, the sweetness.
Would the world rot if women ceased to care for it?

He’ll come out of that room any moment now. I can feel his awareness
through the walls. My new hat is tight on my head, a good fit. I ease it off carefully
and gaze with a strange lack of interest at my reflection as I stroke a vagrant tendril of
hair back into place. The kerosene lamp on the hall table colours me with a greenish
tinge. I hang the hat from a peg and the brim and flow of red ribbons press against the
mirror as if there are two hats. How strange. I ease my finger between them and feel
only cold glass. So innocent, the cluster of tiny silken flowers, pink and scarlet,
pinned to the band.

The door opens. Though I’ve been anticipating the moment, I jump with
surprise.

“Why didn’t you notify me?” he says and I almost laugh. Madeleine and he
should be the blood relatives.

My fingers are weakened with fatigue, I expect, and they’re slow and clumsy

as I unbutton my coat. I look down at them.
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Just as abruptly as he appeared, he goes. It’s meant to be a slap in the face and
it stings. I don’t like rough feelings. I follow him into the study.

“If you won’t even talk to me ...” he’s saying.

“I’m tired, Christopher, that’s all. It’s been a long day. I’'m a bit stupefied with
it.” I watch his slender back, its movement under the worsted jacket as he pokes at the
fire, the iron grinding against the grate. I can see his hurt. But I can’t approach it, the
years have illustrated that. I sit down quietly in the armchair facing his desk and at
last he puts down the poker. “Is it cold enough for a fire?” I say.

He rubs his hands, brushes at the dirt he imagines lingers on his palms and I
can see the hardening of his jaw. “It would make more sense if I'd come to pick you
up. Why always do things the hard way?”

“Mr Kelly was outside the station, luckily. I just took it into my head to come
back, Chris. So I did.”

“In much the same way you just took it into your head to go.”

I sense all the bewilderment and loneliness of the past three weeks in this
unpolished house. The dry stone of my guilt has resided here too. He walks around
the desk, bending slightly under the unwieldly imbalance of his height. He sits and

does not meet my eyes but I am impaled.

She never comes to our back door. She would do that anywhere else and call through
the kitchen doorway, “Anyone home?”. Because my house is rather grander than
those belonging to most of her acquaintance in the district, she would not demean
herself by trailing around the back. She comes only to the front door. Let her see
Madeleine’s residence, and even more those of my cousin’s acquaintance, and she
might soften her attitude toward me. I watch her approach through the upstairs
window. She’s wearing her black felt hat even though I know one of her boys sat on it
recently and broke the feather’s spine.

That’s her ringing on the bell now. I pluck the lace hanky from my bedside
table and hurry from the room before Mabel, ironing Christopher’s shirts, feels
obliged to answer it.

“I’ll get it, Mabel,” I shout as I come to the landing.

Dimly I hear, “Righto, Mrs Greene.”
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I hesitate for a moment, caught in the mellow light that floods in through the
stained glass window at this hour. If only I could stay in this stolen refraction,
yellowed, my eyes not quite closed to the tricks air plays, shifting, winking.

She rings again, her fluidy hands probably twisting awkwardly as she turns the
bell-key. She must be anxious to see me.

My own newly-bought hat affronts me as I pass the hallstand, red ribbons
dangling thoughtless as a child’s braids. When I open the door, I'm greeted with an
unconscious sigh as if all the struggles of this woman’s life go on in secret and I’ve
caught her unawares. Instantly she changes and her face lights up. “Welcome home,”
she says to me.

“Mrs Martin, dear,” I say as I lean to kiss her. The Irish have skin like rose-
petals and my own skin, forgetful, is always taken aback when it brushes her cheek.

“Fran Kelly told me you came in on the train last night. I wasn’t expecting
you.”

“No, well I .... Come in, dear, come in.”

“Just had enough of it.”

“Oh, yes,” I agree casually. We walk past the study door and on to the second
reception room where I sit during the day. I touch her arm as a signal to enter. “Well,
I saw Katherine.”

“Yes?” she says.

“I’ll tell you all about it. She’s looking very well indeed.”

Mrs Martin lays her basket on the floor. Her black leather purse nestles
between paper-wrapped grocery parcels. “Happy enough, is she?” she asks, as if it
were a matter of mild interest to her.

I open the glass door of the mantel-piece clock, reach under its rosewood body
where my finger barely fits, a worm poking about in the dark. I don’t know why this
part of the ritual always slightly alarms me. I touch the key and draw it forward.

“I think she’s happy. She certainly has matured in the few months. Knows her
way around Brisbane.” The key engages the mechanism and I wind rhythmically. The
arrowed hands hover, waiting. I watch them as if they are an enemy of some kind, a
certain furious malevolence tensed up in their enforced pause. It’s with relief that I
withdraw the key, hide it again from myself and gently close over the circular door.

Mrs Martin’s hands are joined on her lap, a sign that she has settled. “As long

as she’s all right up there,” she says.

37



“I really think there’s nothing to worry about, dear. She likes the bit of
independence, if you ask me.”

“She was always the same, even as a baby.”

“Yes, I remember her as a tiny little girl wandering away from the house, up
and down the street with a stick. I remember she used to love to whack leaves with it,
if she could reach up, and run it along a picket fence,” I say.

“Yes, that’s right, she did. The snail trails she used to call them, that she’d
make with the stick dragged along behind her. In case she got lost.” There’s a subtle
shift of her elbows, as if a grounded bird stilled on a summery day wanted to air its
wings. The feather in her old hat’s at right-angles to its quill. The world is pitiless.

“I’ll get us a cup of tea. Mabel’s doing the ironing.”

She turns her head, the feather’s tip pointing like a compass. She should really
pluck it out altogether. “There were clouds coming up,” she says, craning her neck to
peer upwards out of the window. “Gone, from the looks of it.”

“Oh, it has to rain soon. It can’t go on like this.” I’'m saying only what
everyone says. I can’t think of one original thing to say about it. Drought is eating us
up but the truth is I'm the least afflicted. I don’t count on the grass, nor on a crop of
any kind.

“And so you came back,” she says.

“Oh, yes.”

“Are you feeling any better?”

I pull my handkerchief from my waistband and dab at my nose. “Not really.”

She’s silent.

“I don’t have much to complain about, do I?” I don’t know how she sits there
watching my foolish disintegration. The scale of things is as clear to me as to anyone
else. The women with children. They are tormented beyond endurance in these times.

“Oh, well,” she sighs. She sighs a great deal of late. “We each have our cross
to bear, Mrs Greene. You’ve had yours, God knows.”

There’s nothing more shaming than weakness. She was the witness while I
was at my worst. I didn’t even know her, except to see in the street, before she was
called in. The second time it happened she was called again, earlier. Mistaken faith
convinced her that perfect stillness, hers as well as mine, would lull the child,
persuade it to stay where it was and I believed her. Two days and a night she sat

beside my bed. And afterwards, months after, only her knock at the door brought any
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flutter of life to me. She understood. Once in my life I cried in front of anyone. But
this is different, a wilful unhappiness. There could be no room in her for pity, no
matter what she says. I don’t want pity. I hate that she pities me for the loss of those
two children. We were young women then, we had passions that overflowed. Now I
want silence, the dignity of being alone with it, whatever this vague despair is.

I say, “Any word from Paddy?”

“I got a letter yesterday.” She leans down to pull the leather purse from her
basket. Her pink fingers, so fat with fluid that I can feel the awkwardness of such
delicate movement, seem tender to me as she struggles with the clasp. She’s
developed the habit of carrying around on her person the latest letter she receives and
replaces it then with the next. Paddy himself would be embarrassed at this unfamiliar
passion. She seems to be playing with it but she doesn’t yet take it out.

“Is he still in France?”

She doesn’t quite meet my eye. “Where else would they put them? Not much
point sitting over in England. They send them up where it’s worst.”

She’s angry. Angry at everyone. I’'m afraid of saying something else foolish.
But I can’t seem to help myself. “Is he all right?” I ask.

She snaps the purse shut, holds the letter on her lap. Her thick thumbs meet,
pressed together. “No, he’s not all right. He hates it. Bit late now.”

“Yes.” I walk towards the door. “We could do with a cuppa.”

“Katherine’s doing good, though,” she says, and she needs to be convinced.
She’s turned on her seat to watch me. She looks pale.

I say, “She has friends there. And her room is nice. Small but she’s done it up
very nicely. She has a Chinese quilt on the bed.”

“Oh, well,” she says. “She might as well.”

Who knows what she means by that? I won’t tell her about the Bolsheviks. It

would only worry her.

A savage wind is blowing up. The earth’s so dry that dust is rising like ghosts from
the roads and the paddocks. It will adhere to the dressing table, the mirror, the chest of

drawers. It’s like ash.

I’m already too slow, heaving the sash window closed. The cotton curtain
drapes over my back and I stare down at the pandemonium below where the dust is a

maddened thing, winding around itself.
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I may as well go downstairs. The Bible is lying on my bed in a slight disarray
of quilt. I still haven’t opened it, as I have done every day of my life, and I don’t

believe I will.
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Chapter Five

t’s too late in the year for this relentless grip of winter. The whole Tablelands

is whitened with frost and under it the grass lies struggling for life. My hot

water bottle had strayed out from the blankets at some ruthless hour of the
night and I woke with ankles and calves cold as the dead. God help us, how will we
survive all this?

Christopher was on his haunches when I came down the stairs, the bellows in
his hands. He has tricks with the fire that he considers unique, taught to him by his
blessed mother.

He hears me and turns his head from the trickle of flame he’s coaxing along a
skinny, naked shank of gum. It’s almost obscene. “Mabel’s let the range go out, too.
Breakfast will be late,” he says.

“Oh, well.”

He clicks his tongue and returns to the satisfaction of breathing into his
carefully constructed bonfire. Do I mean to aggravate him?

“We’ll have to get a girl to live-in. Can’t have this,” he says. His voice is
caught by the stone, muffled, sent ringing up the chimney.

“This cold snap isn’t Mabel’s fault, surely?”

“I don’t believe I said it was.”

I sigh with subtle drama. Why are we reduced to this?

“I wasn’t in any way suggesting we get rid of Mabel,” he continues. “But
since she can’t live-in, a younger girl could be of use to her, as well as prevent ... this
sort of thing happening. The worst possible morning for it, when we need heat.”

Mabel is making a great show of coming noisily up from the kitchen, warning
us of her impending arrival. In this way, among others, she reveals her lack of
training, of course. I stand back from the door as she approaches, the heavy tray in her
hands.

“’Morning,” she says to me.

“Terrible morning,” I reply.
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From her demeanour, I understand that Christopher has already had words
with her. Both of us stare at Christopher’s back and note his silence. She leans over
the pedestal table and, straining, lowers the tray to its polished surface. “That range
could do with a service,” she says. “Yez should get someone in. It’s smoking like the
billy-o out there.” She looks at nobody as she delivers this blow but rather takes the
bundle of cutlery and taps them like sticks against the painted red flowers on the tray
as if she’s about to deal a hand of cards.

“I’ll set the table, Mabel,” I say.

“Did you see that in the paper?” she replies. “Some clergyman’s daughter
down in Sydney, says she’s figured out when the war will end. There’s codes or
something in the Bible.”

Christopher says, “She’s mad.”

Mabel looks quite deliberately at me, her chin up. “Harry’s going to do it
when he gets home this evening. He didn’t have time earlier.”

“I must have a look,” I say.

“There it is.” She gestures to the newspaper Chris must have tossed to the easy
chair before he got down on his knees. “Two or three pages in you’ll find it. I'd better
get back to me bacon. Next thing there’ll be more trouble.”

He embarrasses me, this rather bumptious approach he takes with lower
people. I feel quite ashamed in front of Mabel at times.

His fire is now behaving, a healthy flame shoots through the log pyramid he’s
cleverly constructed. It is beginning to succumb. He brushes his hands smartly.

“It’s just as likely I’ll get a new girl trained up and she’ll leave, like the last
one,” I say.

“It’s your household, Iz. If you want to run it like this ...” He picks a twig
from the knee of his trousers, stares at the tender intruder, stupidly one might think,
before tossing it into the blaze.

It takes a few moments for the implied insult to reach me. I feel a fury as cold
and pointed as the silverware in my hands, the knives, pronged forks. He has never
fought fair, Christopher. Nevertheless I attend to the table-setting, for Mabel’s sake as
much as anything. I lift the heavy tea-pot from the tray and shove the tiny-legged
stand to the centre as tides of hot tea slurp from the china spurt. He watches me.
Deliberately, I leave the brown liquid to sizzle on the mahogany until the cutlery is

laid down, lined up, straightened, before I dab at the cooling pools with the teacloth
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Mabel has wisely left on the tray. I cannot bear him this morning. The room has
grown too small.

He pulls a chair out from the table, seats himself, walks it in with stuttered
bumps. I attack the marmalade with the back of its tiny spoon, flattening it down in
the bowl, to neaten the effect I suppose. And Mabel swoops into the middle of all this,
a laden plate in each hand. She says, “The other thing is, there were more eclipses last
year than ever before. Seven or eight of them.” The eggs slide precariously close to
the plates’ edge. The bacon is still bubbling.

“And what is that supposed to prove, Mabel?” he asks. In years gone by, I'd
have kicked him under the table. He is, thankfully, overly engaged in enjoying the
sight of his breakfast.

Mabel gathers her apron skirt and cleans her hands of grease. She’s been
caught on the hoof by his question, or perhaps the manner of it. “Prove? Well. It’s all
an indication, isn’t it?”

“Very strange,” I agree.

“A better indication,” he says, and his knife and fork are upright in his two
fists now, “would’ve been conscription. That would end the war smartly. However
...” He slices into a sausage. “The people have spoken. Wrongly, in my view.”

The apron rises to cover her face and she wipes at her forehead, the sides of
her nose. “That’s not what the boys want either,” she says.

“I beg to differ. Those fighting know the score, not the radical press and all
these union fellows and the rest.”

“It says in the paper than Lance Corporal Noonan wrote home to his father
about it, and they didn’t want it after all.”

I shake salt on my egg. It is perfectly membraned with white skin, the promise
of running yellow yolk just under it. I would wish the conversation to cease. Mabel is
standing her ground, solid, wide-hipped and under that demeanour she’s upset.

“I don’t wish to disparage Mr Noonan,” Christopher ploughs on, the sausage
meat pummelled by his molars, “but I very much doubt young Roddy Noonan knows
what he’s talking about.”

Against my own will, I find myself saying, “I thought that was the point you
were making, weren’t you? The boys would know best?” My hand has begun to
shake, the fork with its trophy of egg chattering a sudden alarm against the china

plate. I always expect retribution.
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He says nothing. Mabel leans between us and lifts the teapot. I quickly reach
for the silver strainer from its bowl and settle it over my cup. The tea pours in a
practised stream, dark golden against the fragile white porcelain. He and I wait as she
moves the pot across to his cup, replaces the strainer. The tea is already darker.

“Do you have enough to eat?” she asks.

“Thank you,” he says. At last.

She nods to herself. I watch her out of puppy-dog eyes. I’'m obsequious to the
point of nausea. I butter a slice of toast noisily, clatter the bread knife against the plate
too.

She’s gone before I look at Christopher, who is saying in a low voice, “You
could support me in front of the servants.”

He’s right, of course.
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Chapter Six

r Samson is behind the bar this afternoon. His white apron is more the

colour of marsh water, unless it’s my eyes in this darkness. As he turns

to pick up a glass from the shelves behind him, a trick of light bounces
through the shaded window and sparks on the mirror and his left side is completely lit
up. My mind plays tricks, too. It occurs to my silly imagination that his angel hovers
so close I can see a shimmering garment. A current of rainbow colours shoots along
his raised arm. He looks up as I hover in the hall entrance and I’m not sure who I'm
seeing.

Then his voice says, “G’day, Mrs Greene. Cold enough for ya, last night?”

In the shadows I can make out four other faces, two men drinking quietly
together at the end of the scrubbed bar, two others at separate tables. It seems so
lonely. They each raise their eyes to gaze at me, a brief novelty.

“Terrible frost, Mr Samson, wasn’t it?” I say agreeably though I thought the
frost beautiful this morning, our browned grass stiff with it, turned white overnight,
and white all over the valley, hanging icily from trees.

“Terrible. I don’t know what this weather’s trying to tell us. You looking for
Mrs Martin? She’s upstairs, I believe.”

“I wouldn’t like to disturb her,” I say, aware of an employer’s obligation to
defend his hours.

“You go on up. She’s off later on this afternoon, anyway. How’s Mr Greene?”
He polishes the glass with his cloth. It, too, shafts light across the room as he turns it,
the way they say lost men do in the bush, flashing shards of broken mirrors, shirt-
rubbed, or the lids prised off cans of food.

“My husband’s very well, thank you, Mr Samson.”

“Very good,” he says. He holds the glass under the cask tap and stares at it. I
watch his thumb and finger slowly twist the tap open. He gives me one more quick
look, unsure of himself apparently. I’ve made him nervous. I turn quietly and leave

them to it.
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Hotels are such empty places during the day, kitchen quiet, stairways leading
up to further silence, the bedroom doors open to the air. It is only since Norah
Martin’s forced encampment here with her two boys almost a year ago that I’ve
become a familiar with such knowledge. She had spotted me a few moments ago as I
wandered hopefully along the road, but not before a bright shower of dust had
cascaded down from the verandah, her broom brushing, brushing. “Did I get you?
Come on up,” she’d yelled, her hand on her hip, the broom stilled, standing beside her
like the relic of a man.

She’s waiting for me now on the threshold of her room.

At the end of the corridor, behind her, is a large window. Through it, the early
afternoon sun flings a light masquerading as warmth. It floods one wall, brightens it
dazzlingly, but the opposite wall is in shadow, and a shadow of the window’s cross-
frame lurches just over Mrs Martin’s shoulder. I'm slowed by the sight of her, I don’t
know why. She waits and doesn’t move.

She suddenly livens, brushes her hands down her apron skirt. Her voice is
clear as it reaches me. “We’ll go down to the kitchen later. I’ve got another letter from
Paddy.”

The leather of her shoes slides against the painted floor and she moves into the
room. My steps are muffled by the runner rug, faded reds, dulled greens, brushed to
thinness.

The curtain she has strung across the room, shielding her woman’s privacy
from the embarrassment of her awkwardly burgeoning boys, is drawn back tidily and
tucked behind the bedpost. Mr Samson has been good to her. He and the boys carried
a second bed into the room a few months ago and a set of drawers for her belongings,
remnants of when things weren’t so bad, linens, embroideries, part of a set of green-
etched crockery. Her knives and forks are in a top drawer where normally would be
handkerchiefs or undergarments. Out the back in the stables, he’s stacked her
furniture. Everything will be needed again when life improves.

She lifts the pillow from her bed. Her nightgown is bundled in a sort of
neatness. Folded beside it, laid straight and square on the almost-fresh sheet, is the

precious letter.

There is nowhere else I can come, not any more. She’s a waterhole in a thirsty land.

She held me once as I cried silently and rocked in my bed, knees up, her arm around
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me, my head on her shoulder. Yet I wouldn’t dare to force my sympathies on her. It’s
hard to tell who’s to blame for that. I can see the ravaging that betrayal has played on
her. I’ve watched it take the remains of her youth away. The life she breathed into my
own ear years ago has dried up inside her, I know that.

And now her children. Katherine sent out to make her way in the world and
the eldest girl, Mary, half-way up the track to Brisbane and alone with a babe while
her young husband fights overseas. The two youngest, Ted and Frank, kept safe by
force of her anxious will, flame-cheeked and shaking with nerves at conscription
rallies, shouting out her piece, her absolute refusal to pack off another son. And most
of all, Paddy.

She sits down on the bed as if I’'m forgotten, unfolds the sheets of paper. The

springs quiver.

When I come outside, step from beneath the lacy overhang of the hotel balcony, the
light is so bright it hurts my eyes. There is that sly wind nevertheless, attacking
ankles, bare necks. Where will I go now? Even the tea rooms will be closed.

Beyond the creek is the unending west where in the old days the boys used to
disappear off to the droving of cattle from one water-hole to another. Or the tending
of sheep, oily and sweet, thousands upon thousands, heavy-coated and tired under that
relentless globe out there. But, oh, how I envied those boys, riding off at dawn, away
from their mothers, their wives. And when they came back, weeks, months later they
were burned brown, tougher, silenced.

The willows are wild in this wind, heaving and tangling. I ease out a hat pin as
I walk into a gust of it, poke it securely back in through the give of the felt. One
mighty gush billows my skirt up to my knees, and I am all black stockings and boots
and whites of petticoat frills and the embarrassment of my own hands scuffling with
it all. The trees are also distressed, shaking and bowing. Leaves chink against each
other.

I have arrived at the bridge. The wind suddenly drops and it’s quieter. I let fall
the gather of skirt I’ve been grasping all the way down the road. The thud of my boots
is too loud now without the racket, an extravagance on the wooden walkway. A web
of struts and posts respond to my thoughtless presence with pressures of their own,

creaks and tremors and the excited echo from the hollow beneath us.
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The creek is a horror, worse than before. Willow fronds trail in mud. Poor
pools along the bed, barely enough for a couple of horses to slake their thirst. What
are we going to do? The railing is splintered under my hand, where I have leaned a
thousand times over the years to watch the delightful goings-on of moving water.

Years ago I had plucked a fruit from Mrs Martin’s garden when she had one.
As I'd walked down her path, I tore it open. The seeded redness of its insides was
more than itself that day. Isaid to myself, it’s the split of a pomegranate, this creek to
our valley. Moist, luscious, the cut that spills blooded life over everything. And I'd
walked on down towards the creek in a morning of the loveliness I was only
beginning to see again. The eruption of the mountain lay ahead — people say such
shapes are feminine in form, but perhaps I couldn’t bear such a fecund thought, not
then. I felt from it instead a strength, a primitive protection. The whole world
glistened, the dewy grass and spring leaves, puffs of white cloud alive with light. I
held the split fruit in my hand, untasted, as I approached the creek, the decline of the
valley. The waters were full and clean. Mountainy waters.

A stick insect is motionless over a dirtied pool, watching I suppose. He’s
alone, stranded out here, as desperate as every other animal. I hope he doesn’t sting.
Are his wings beating so fast that my eye can’t see? I don’t know the hows of so
many things. If it doesn’t rain soon, we’re lost. I wish I hadn’t seen this. It scares me.

The echo under my feet is more hollow than it used to be. Ahead of me,
telegraph poles line the rail tracks. I'm sure I see a flag of smoke coming up from the
south. The train will take only a minute or two to reach the station. That is where I’1l
go.

It will be quicker to cut through the paddock. It’s empty today. I wonder what
Cedric Lytton has done with his bullocks? There are splinters on this fence, too. My
jacket has caught. I ease the material back and forward till I'm released and I slip
through. It’s simpler to clamber under than walk all the way to the gate. The grass is
sharp and brown and the cow pats are dried up.

The whistle screams in the distance. I hurry like a child.

The door into the ladies’ room on the platform is half-open. As I stand at the mirror
picking tiny remnants of the fence from my jacket, the door pushes further in and
another traveller enters. She’s foreign. There are five passengers in here already —

waiting for the cubicles to become vacant, sitting for warmth by the fire. In the mirror

48



I see them glance at her. One is an aged lady, a black widow, her veil folded back
over her hat in the refuge of this waiting room. Or maybe not a widow, not these days,
a son maybe, grandsons. She’s pinch-faced, unwelcoming of the stranger. I could slap
her. She turns to her neighbour, a woman my own age, blowsy, desperate to agree,
and the widow, silly thing, arches a brow to emphasise her unspoken point. The two
younger ones, fair-haired girls, sisters perhaps, stare at the foreigner with unfeigned
curiosity.

She wears a scarf low on her forehead, tied inelegantly under her chin. Her
skirt is ugly in its disregard of flattery, striped as men’s pyjamas, the hem failing to
create a straight line at her calves and below it white stockings gather in folds at her
ankles. The jacket, approaching white, is square-cut and unappealing and makes her
appear thick rather than shapely, which she might well be under it all. Her face has a
pasty hue, the skin around her eyes fluidy and puffed. She’s Russian, I would swear,
but whereas some have the high cheekbones and almond eyes that remind one of
dangerous birds, others of the race are like the ploughed earth itself. They are hardly
like us, any of them.

She stands against the wall, leans back, resting. The tongue and groove has
been recently painted cardinal red, some quirk of the station-master’s. She catches me
examining her in the glass. Her eyes, wider open now, reveal an exotic narrowing at
their tips. Her gaze is long and silent. I cannot but meet it, stare at her in the gilded
mirror. I straighten the frilled collar of my green blouse, tug at the jacket’s hem before
I turn for the door. Her gaze drops to the floor. The black widow pushes her blowsy
neighbour further up the bench away from the standing stranger and ostentatiously
heaves her portmanteau up on the seat beside her, blocking encroachment. If the
Russian reeks of the dirt of travel, I don’t smell it. Perhaps the widow smells the
odour of foreignness.

Outside, the station is agog. The gassy vapours whiten the air above the steam
engine, wail with the wind along the train’s roof and form clouds about the wheels.
Almost every compartment door is open. The travellers north are stretching their legs
and taking cognisance of this country town. It’s a marvellous thing to drink in fresh
sights.

The station-master is impaled against his own doorpost, also freshly painted
red, by a gentleman of voluble inclination. The visitor is a Sydney-ite from the looks

of him, his suit rather neat and savvy, watch-chain crossed in a perfect arc across his
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middle and his boater hat tipped so far back on his head that one stares at it with
trepidation. He must be older than he looks, perhaps, since he’s not in uniform.
Perhaps he is forty after all. What is he is enquiring about, the timetable, the historical
points of interest in the area? Or is he commenting upon the weather and its obstinacy,
the war in France, revolution in Russia?

War has caused a breach in our world. And through the breach, the whole
world has tumbled down to us here. It’s as if we’re alive where before we were dead.
It’s a terrible thing to say but I don’t know how will we ever go back, back to the
closing of this fissure, back to the lives we knew, the life of “as today, so tomorrow”.
This is how shameful I am. No son or husband in it. Like a greedy woman ravenous
for the leg of chicken or the first sugar-crunched serving of bread and butter pudding.
I’m a piece of work, all right.

Mr Stoppard eases sideways from the Sydney man who is loathe to cease the
lopsided dialogue. The get-away is made good and the station-master walks at a trot
up the platform towards the engine where the driver has just climbed on board.

The Sydney man undergoes a transformation, silenced into an embarrassed
awkwardness as if he doesn’t know how to bear himself, stranded alone on this
railway station high up on the cool tablelands of the North. He takes off the precarious
boater, mercifully, and fans it in front of his face though why exactly he’d do that in
such a bitter wind is beyond figuring. He’s red-faced as if from some sort of exertion.
Could it be that he’s attempted to enlist and been failed, is that it, and suffers now
from a lack of potency? Or has he held out for reasons of conscience or cynicism and
suffers, all the same, from some sort of lack? Poor man. He swallows, and swallows
again, his mouth working as if it can’t dislodge some impediment. Anxious, beneath
the hale-heartedness. Dear God, we’re a sorry lot.

The whistle shrieks and we’re all startled, as we’re meant to be. Skirts whip as
women wheel towards their compartments. The ladies’ room dispels its panicked
brood, one after another, hats being adjusted as each emerges, gloves eased on. The
Russian has yet to emerge. Doors are slammed, windows opened or shut depending
on notions of comfort and eventually only one man is left standing, waiting, the white
smoke rising, teasing about the underbelly. The axles start their slow, laboured
rotations. He’s her husband, I'd safely say. He dresses in Australian garb, or an
approximation of it, pale calico trousers, a dark jacket too short for him, shirt tucked

into the waistband in an un-Russian fashion. In this way, I suppose, he hopes to blend
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with his fellows, to appear insignificant, not worthy of blame or censure. But he’s
undeniably foreign, when I look close at him. He doesn’t shift his gaze from the
Ladies’ Room door and quite admirably refuses to look down the platform to where
the station-master and the driver are impatient for him to move. I, too, become
nervous of her punctuality. What if the train were to leave without them, steam
northward in voluptuous puffs of righteousness?

Here she comes, however, her eyes down. She was last in, I know what it’s
like. Terrible to leave without the required relief. She walks quickly to him and
wordlessly he lays his hand on the small of her back as she climbs up. He climbs in
after her and slams the door and immediately the station-master raises his flag as if a
race has been won. The whole train jerks backwards and shudders.

I wonder what side they are on, those two? Are they revolutionaries, exiled for
years as the ferment grew, longing to go home? Or Whites escaped only of late from
the turmoil of the long-awaited moment? They are all here now, so I’m told. The train
creates rolling thunder, hisses of hot steam as it chugs out of the station away north to
Brisbane. Who will meet it there? A crowd of Bolsheviks clustering under the eaves
of the platform, waiting, eyeing suspicious strangers who also wait but who lean too
nonchalantly against white-painted posts?

Mr Stoppard rolls his flag up as he wanders slowly back to his offices.
Guiltily, I see him catch sight of me. Why can’t he presume I was here to goodbye a
friend? How would he have noticed one way or the other, for goodness’ sake, in the
smoky pandemonium of the ten-minute stop?

I hardly know what I’m doing here myself. Bored, longing for something up
the line? I’m as bad as the local louts, little kids, who hide behind the horse trough
and hurl stones at the train’s roof as it steams out of town. I hope he doesn’t mention
my unmerited presence to Myra. Myra Stoppard thinks she owns this railway station
and everything in it and she’s not averse to developing passing enmities either,
whomever in the district she considers even briefly outside the Pale. She’d probably
say I was going strange.

“You looking for a parcel, Mrs Greene?” His voice carries down to me.

Foolishly I look over my shoulder to the trolley half-full with boxes and paper
packages, a leather pouch bulging with letters. It would be pointless to careen down
that path, which would entail a detailed and futile search, both of us examining the

varied scripts, fine and italic or very nearly illegible.
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“No, Mr Stoppard,” I say. “Just seeing someone off, that’s all.”

He stares, unbelieving perhaps. Which of our own people would have got on
the train whom he couldn’t account for?

“Will it ever rain?” I say.

“I saw a hawk overhead earlier. Big chap. Thought it might be that blighter
that took the dog. Did you hear about that, Mrs Greene? Six foot from tip to tip.
Swept right in and nabbed the poor bloody pup.”

We walk companionably now, crunching pebbles underfoot until we pass in
through the double doorway to the silent grandeur of the hall. This is his domain.

“Poor thing,” I say.

“It’s a bad omen, is what it is.” He leans down to the floor with some effort,
his paunch causing resistance, scoops up a discarded coupon of some sort and sighs
himself straight again. “I should write to the paper that I saw it here. Right overhead
he was, black as night in the sun.”

“You should write in,” I agree.

We reach the door of his personal suite and he stands there, buttoned tightly
into his blue uniform, master’s hat peaked on his head. He’s drawn between the deep
pleasure of his official business and the need for conversation. He looks around,
surveying. The floor is polished to a burnish though over it now lie the scattered
footprints of restless boots and waist-like shapes of ladies’ shoes.

Then he says, “Did you hear about this carry-on up at Brisbane? Quite a levee,
evidently, at the station. The Premier himself down there, Ryan. And all his cronies.
There was a big write-up about it in the paper.”

There seems to be so much these days. A levee at Brisbane railway station, the
Queensland Premier? I don’t seem to recall anything about it. Anyway, the image of
clustering Bolsheviks, isolated at the end of the platform, invades my thinking and I
can’t tear it out. “Did I see that?” I say.

“Of course I heard about it first-hand, with my job,” he says.

“Oh, yes,” I say, expressing, I hope, what he wants to hear.

“Yes, the Brisbane boys let me know immediately about the whole
performance. It seems the Labour fellows from all over the country had been up there
for their annual congress, and Ryan and his boys went down to the station to wave
goodbye to the mob from Perth. The carry-on would’ve beat the band, oh yes, Mrs

Greene, and they showed their true colours, I can tell you. I don’t have to tell you
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what they were singing. Keep the Red Flag Flying, yes, no qualms at all. And this one
bloke leans his head out his carriage window and shouts, ‘Three cheers for the
Revolution’, and up they go, hooting and clapping, the whole blinking lot of them.
Now that’s the truth out in the open, if ever I heard it. That’s loyalty for you.” He
nods to himself, expecting me to do the same.

In spite of my native propensities I can’t quite play along, heaven knows why.
“I’m sure they didn’t mean it, Mr Stoppard. You know, people say things.”

“They meant it, all right, oh dear, don’t you worry. That red Premier they’ve
got up there, he wants a dose of revolution himself, see how he likes it. Why doesn’t
he go over and live in Russia himself, if he’s so keen on it? Leave us out of it.”

“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that, anyway.” I feel a strong desire to inform
the station-master of my night spent among Bolsheviks, the heaving river alongside,
stars almost melting with heat. Of all people to tell, when I’ve told no-one, why the
station-master?

He saves me, thankfully, from indiscretion. “Wait till the war’s over, that’s
what I say, and our boys come home. Then we’ll see what happens to these reds and
all these foreigners.” He tucks his furled white flag under his arm in a rather trim and
military fashion. He holds the discarded and foot-printed coupon between his thumb
and finger. “Well, duty calls, Mrs Greene. Give my regards to your husband.” He
turns the brass door handle. Myra Stoppard does the brasses here every week. A
mighty job to be frank, between all the bits and pieces of this well-used station.

“Good-day to you, Mr Stoppard,” I say and walk away towards the bright
sunlight. On the roadway outside, two wagons piled high with swaying hay are
trundling by. The drivers are the two men who were sitting at the hotel bar earlier.
That is who they are, up from the coast probably, heading west with this cargo of food
for the cattle and sheep, poor creatures, struggling for their lives in the dusty
paddocks, bleating as they gather around dry water holes.

At least I managed to keep silent. I so nearly spilled the beans about the
Russians, about Lev Kurakin, as though I had a hot stone in my stomach demanding
passage through my gorge in order to tumble out of my mouth. This is-what happens
when you keep things to yourself. But I only keep silence to shield Katherine from her
mother’s concern. I know what Norah Martin is like. She might be a Labourite but

she’d draw the line at Russian atheists and all their free love business.
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Chapter Seven

knew there’d be trouble. The two Martin boys must have joined the
recruiting parade after it passed the Railway Hotel. They were probably
hiding out in a paddock. The youngsters all seem to spend a great deal of
time on their stomachs these days, lying in ditches and the hollows of the land, behind
burned out logs, thumbing down imagined triggers, holding sticks up to shoulders
firing at one another. What the joy is in being one of the dead, reeling in a faint,
clutching at imagined wounds, I don’t know. If it were me I’d rather win, I’'m sure.

On the other hand Ted and Frank might easily have been skulking behind the
Roman chapel, out of their mother’s eye line if she’d been watching from the hotel
balcony. More than likely that’s what happened. They must have raced out as the
band paraded up the road from the station and bundled themselves into the middle
ranks. A straggly enough rank, at this late stage of the day. They’ve got most of our
boys over there already.

Norah Martin got wind of it, anyhow. Ted is still shorter than she is. How he
thought he’d kid them into enlisting him, God only knows. Frank, however, is another
kettle of fish. That could have been dangerous.

I’m embarrassed for her. I can hear the mutterings around me from the on-
lookers, not just from women but the men too. I wish the whole world didn’t have to
watch the Martins’ antics. Is it a racial question? Their whole lives seem to be a
drama. Here we are, the rest of us lined up on the street, watching yet another one. It
can be tedious, to be frank.

Young Ted is almost in tears. The Boy Scouts at the head of the parade are
entertained beyond decency. The whole march has stopped, including the band.
Except for the trombonist who continues hooting, regardless, though he’s turned
around to watch, his cheeks blowing into bulbous balloons, his eyebrows hopping.

The new arrivals in town, the recruiting officers, are in a quandary. Should
they march back down to the side-show the mother and two boys are putting on or

ignore it and continue about their business? The local committee are parleying with
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the officers and I can imagine what our gentlemen are saying, though none of us can
hear with Rupert Wilson’s infernal horn honking away without benefit of tune or any
semblance of rhythm.

In the end the three visitors and two committee members move en masse into
the fray. Norah Martin has Ted’s slender wrist in a lock, her strength apparently
considerable. Frank is trying to evade her, dodging behind the Callaghan boy who I’d
think is just about the right age. She must know she isn’t able to man-handle both her
sons yet she dodges back and forth too, dragging the other poor youngster behind her
like an intransigent dog.

Beside me, the acidic murmuring has turned to laughter. “Uh-oh,” one of them
says, “Now they’re in for it.” I don’t want to turn my head to the others for fear of
betraying her, catching an eye by mistake. But I recognise the voice. That was Fred,
probably still girded in his bloodied butcher’s apron. He’s quite correct in his
warning. Mrs Martin, seeing the approach of the official party, ceases her mad dance
and faces them square on. Even the trombone has fallen silent. I can hear her
breathing. Ted tries to hide behind his mother out of sheer embarrassment. But she
will not let him go. Her hand rings his wrist, her arm wrenched around her back. We
all wait.

Her voice is clear. “You can march yourselves down to the train and go back
to where you came from.”

The officers are red-faced above their khaki, probably over-heated inside the
winter uniforms. We can hear their boots on the tiny pebbles. They don’t seem keen
to engage her. They slow up sufficiently to allow our valiant committee the lead.
Stinker Jones is on for the fight. That little Welshman, his hair thickly curled right
down to his eyelashes, has revealed himself of late as the most patriotic man in the
district. He always speaks in a near whisper, his tone no match for the ferocity of his
temperament. He’s the one who attacks.

He stabs his finger at her. ““You, madam,” he whispers, and we all lean
forward, “are addressing people of importance. Men of our glorious imperial forces.”
He puffs the p’s of his words. I can see only his profile, his tiny red mouth amid its
hairy frontiers purring and blowing. He rumbles somehow when he’s in a mood like
this, rumbles in the back of his throat, down in his chest.

Norah Martin is not one to easily keep herself in check, either. It’s probably a

god-send that she is imprisoned by her own capture of Ted. I couldn’t vouch for
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Stinker Jones’s safety, apart from it. He, uncannily resembling her stance, is chin up,
baiting her almost. Should I do something? Go over to her?

She gets the strength from somewhere. “These two are under age. And you
know it, Mr Jones. I could write to Canberra about that. You’re breaking the law.”

That has flummoxed him. He looks sharply over his shoulder at the recruiting
officers. Abashed, he is. “I didn’t see them. Did you see them, Ced?”

Behind me I hear the butcher’s voice again, very low. “He’s putting it on to
Ced Hardwicke.” The crowd have re-aligned themselves. You can sense the swing
quite palpably. She has been very much on her own till now. I am no friend.

The five men go into pow-wow again. Ced’s is the loudest voice, claiming his
ignorance of the Martin boys’ arrival into the parade. “They must’a snuk on,” he’s
explaining to the officer. He turns to the boy scout troop, a disjointed gang swarming
into a hive on the side of the road so not to miss anything. “Any of youse boys see
these chaps get on the line?”

What a useless discussion, truly. The scouts are incapacitated, speechless with
the shyness of their young age. Anyway they’re unlikely to give a bad report of the
two Martins whom they no doubt see as striking some kind of heroic pose.

Failing to find yet another quarter to shoulder the blame, the two committee
members glance at each other, Ced too tall to achieve much in the way of invisibility,
Stinker having put himself in the firing line in the first place. It’s Norah who saves
them.

“I’m taking these two home,” she says. “You’ll not get another one of mine.”
And at that, Frank dissolves out of the ranks and walks slowly back to where he can
wait for her at the corner. The Callaghan boy is uncomfortable, isolated now. There
are only two other men of age who’ve joined the parade since it moved out from the
railway station and they are strangers to us, shearers perhaps or drovers who can’t get
work now that the animals are dying. The Callaghan boy worries me. He looks lost.
Couldn’t he just fade away from the rank, as Frankie did, pretend to himself he wasn’t
there at all?

Norah Martin’s skirt is trailing in the dust, tinged white at the hem. She has
released Ted who moves away from her. They walk up the road a good six feet apart.
He kicks at the dirt and a cloud of it rises up to his knees. I watch them and so does

Tommy Callaghan.
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The band has started up. The drummer strikes a hollow thump and then
concentrates his stick into an ascending roll. Like magic, we are drawn to listen to its
heartbeat. The trombone rises and its slide catches a sharp glance of the winter sun.
Tommy faces front again, the scouts run up to their place at the head and the official
party marches off beside them. There’s an absurdity in the difference of height
between the committee members, the twelve inches that separate them as they tag
along behind the three smart-stepping officers. The day has been ruined for them.
Apart from anything, who is left to round up?

Fred’s eyes meet mine as he’s about to go inside his butcher’s shop, where his
own footprints await him in the sawdust which he scatters fresh every morning. There
is no humour in his face or in his eyes now. He shrugs.

If I don’t go after Mrs Martin now, I will have let her down in a most radical
way. Strange how, out of the blue, such a moment of truth comes.

I’ll buy cakes, enough for the four of us.

The Martins’ is the only closed door on the hallway. The other rooms are clean and
silent, waiting for guests to arrive off the train or from along the road heading towards
the lowlands of the coast. It seems right to walk quietly down such an expectant
hallway.

I scratch a tattoo on the door. My nails are over-long. I must cut them. I am
about to call her name when I hear Ted’s wailing voice rising up. It’s not fair, he says.
Out of politeness, I tap louder to alert the conversationalists that they’re overheard.
Footsteps come towards me.

She looks truly dreadful, the pinned bundle of her hair sliding further to the
left over her ear even as I gaze. I don’t believe she’s washed today. She must have run
from the hotel on the heels of her sons without a second thought to appearance. Up
close I see yellowed grit at her eyes and there may be a tiny crumb of toast on the hair
above her lip. She’s not pleased to see me.

I hold up my bag of butterfly cakes. I feel rather awkward.

Since there’s nothing else either of us can do at this juncture except for her to
stand aside and me to walk in, she surrenders. I hear her sigh as I pass close by her.
The bay rum she rubs into her scalp is pungent. She always smells warm, Norah

Martin, like the insides of an aromatic tree.
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Frankie eyes me. Overnight he’s grown old enough to show the same
impatience at women'’s triflings that others of his sex display. Perhaps he was always
like that and I didn’t notice. He shakes his head at the ghastly wallpaper as if to say:
this interfering woman, here she is again. I could slap him. Teddy is opening the
French doors to the balcony, intent on escape, and that I understand. No boy likes to
be discovered, other than by his mother, snivelling and wet-eyed and reduced to the
croakiness of a frog. Poor baby, on the cusp of his manhood.

Behind me she says, “Don’t! It’s too cold. Close it over.”

“I only want to stand out here,” he croaks. The breeze is chilled. For a moment
I see the mountain, framed by the doorway. I long for beauty. The sight, the etched
perfection of its rise against the cold, blue sky, lopsided and lacking the boredom of
symmetry, eases me, restores me to my soul.

“Close it,” she says again, and he shuts the two doors unhappily. The lace
curtains rob me of my moment’s delight. I feel a fiery opposition. Such a simple
thing, surely, to gaze at a mountain? I wish the Martins would refrain from littering
their tempers and their tragedies all over the place. Or all over me, at any rate.

Ted’s seen the bag in my hand and he’s distracted by it. “Cream cake,” I say.
He nods like a little boy, staring at the grease stain oozing on to the brown paper. He’s
made me aware of it and I dangle the bag in front of my face to study its potential
damage. As I lean my head to the side for this examination, I catch a glimpse of two
black shoes, a grey skirt.

I turn around to see Katherine sitting on her mother’s bed, the curtain held
back by cloth ropes tied to the bed-head. Her hat’s still on her head.

“Hello, Mrs Greene,” she says.

I’'m so surprised and so peculiarly thrilled at this unexpected intrusion, a
collision of worlds one might say, that I seem to be grinning from ear to ear. Then
slowly, the penny drops. She, too, has been crying.

“Katherine,” I say.

Nothing is as one perceives. Norah, in subdued obedience to the inevitable,
walks to the bureau where a framed photograph of all five children, three boys
standing, two girls seated decorously, is arranged at an angle of importance. Her hair-
brush rests upturned in front of it, a tangle of silver and dark hair nesting among its
bristles. She takes up a yellowed slip of paper. I recognise it immediately, of course.

But I can’t believe it. She comes towards me, holding it out.
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My heart feels as if it’s flopped over, like a trout caught up in a whitewash of
brimming water and thrown against a rock.

She says, “Not dead.”
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Chapter Eight

have been staring at the cards in my hand for a good two minutes and I
haven’t seen a thing, not a club nor a spade. How stupid I am, that I fail to see
what’s happening all around me. She’d said, “Not dead”, while she handed

me the telegram as a way to recast events, as a way to relieve that moment of
unlivable dread after the postmaster had arrived at the hotel yesterday morning. She
must have been working in the kitchen, cooking the guests’ breakfast, when he
walked through and pulled the envelope from his satchel. The world surely stopped
spinning for her. Knowing Larry, he probably stayed standing there till she’d ripped it
open and searched for the words on the paper. Barely made sense of them, barely saw
them. I hope he was kind to her. It must be hard for him, too.

She was protecting me, saying the words before I had to bend my head and
read, my heart stilled in my breast. Protecting me because she hadn’t been able to
protect herself. I didn’t understand the gesture till this very second. And those silly
little butterfly cakes, the greasy bag clutched in my hand.

Mrs Fanshawe’s cake-sweetened breath is on my cheek. I shift my gaze from
my hand of cards and see her eyes, yellowed in a distressing kind of way.

“Miles away,” I murmur to her, and she trembles a smile. I didn’t realise her
eyes were yellowed. She’s aged considerably. Her breath is shallow in her chest, and
comes in little spurts from her opened mouth. Why does she continue to stare at me
like that, poor old thing? I gaze at my hand again. I have an ace of clubs and a four of
clubs. Will I pluck out the ace and nestle it next to its mate, or transfer the four neatly
in beside my ace? Raising first this one above the tight fan of my hand, poking it back
down, and then doing the same to the other is not coming up with a solution.

“Take all night, Mrs Greene,” Lucas Saunders says.

“Sorry, Mr Saunders.” I have no idea what to play. The lone heart, perhaps.

Surely I won’t get another, or not one big enough to make the difference.
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As I throw it down, Katherine Martin materialises out of the shadows of the
library. Has she been standing there for long? I look up at her, waiting for her to greet
me. What can she want? Am I to go down to her mother? Or does she have a private
word for me alone? I watch her hurried procession through the maze of card tables.

She comes to a halt. But not at my shoulder. She doesn’t acknowledge my
presence in the slightest. It is Lucas Saunders she wishes good-evening. Lucas stares
up at her as if he’s never seen her before in all his life. She’s growing to be quite
beautiful, dark haired, milky-skinned. She has her father’s eyes, blue as the far ocean.
Underneath the new electric light bulb, its strange and undiffused light, she’s paler
even than usual. That could be grief or the exhaustion of anxiety.

“It’s about the advertisement you put in the paper today,” she’s saying to him.

He also looks excessively worried and his nose has started twitching up and
down, ridiculously, causing his spectacles to slide further along its length. If he
weren’t such a smart alec, he’d be the local figure of fun. Another clarity I failed to
achieve till this second.

“Ad - vertizement?” he enquires, as puzzled as if he’s received warning that a
doppel-ganger is going about in his stead, materialising at the front desk of the
newspaper office with written notes in its hand and demanding publication.

“I went to your place and your housekeeper said you were at the card-game
down at the School of Arts. So I need to ask you if we could have it. The ad said it
was for a reasonable rent.”

The whole room is electrified now. Even the subtlest shift in circumstance, the
renting of accommodation, is welcome stimulation around here. There’ll be
discussion in shops and at gate-posts tomorrow.

Lucas is blushing. His shirt collar is stiffly starched and as white as a fall of
snow. His neck has reddened revealingly against it. Seated between us, Mrs Fanshawe
inhabits the drama as truly as the third character in a play. I gaze at her with an
amazement which I know to be cynically feigned, at the refreshed brightness of her
eye, at her lips forming shapes as if she speaks unheard words. I’'m washed with
revulsion at the bleed of tiny lines around that mad, old mouth and at some essential
poverty she so glaringly reveals. She holds her hand of cards so tightly they begin to
bend.

“It’s because my brother’s coming home,” Katherine says and the mood turns

on a penny. The audience is gape-mouthed, sober-hearted. She finally casts a look at
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me as if to she wants to engage my shared knowledge. But in fact Paddy’s imminent
return is news to me. There was nothing of that. Has there been another telegram,
worse even? But still alive, that’s the thing to hang on to.

“I saw the piece in the paper this morning about his being injured,” Lucas is
saying. “That’s a mighty blow for your mother, Miss Martin.”

Mrs Fanshawe’s voice breaks out at last. “I’m sure we all offer our best
wishes, dear, oh yes, we certainly do.” So that is what the poor old thing was trying to
intrude into the conversation.

The whole room is speaking, a wave of sound fermenting around me. I have to
lean across Mrs Fanshawe to hear Katherine say over the melée, “We got a second
telegram this afternoon. He’s being shipped over to England after his operation and
then he’s coming home. He was badly injured, in the stomach.” She gazes around
now, the messenger surveying the interest she has gathered, a certain humility in
acceptance of her sudden rise in status to the One who knows.

The wind has scowled down the chimney and the fire responds with a leap. A
log seems to have toppled and a cascade of starry sparks shoots off. We can’t help but
look over to the hearth, the heavy-wooded mantel. Even Katherine looks. We are all
portents and omens these days. I gaze back at her, at the play of red reflected on her
skin. Lucas places two fingers on her forearm and withdraws them quickly. In a low
voice, while interest is distracted, he says, “If you’d say to your mother about the flag.
She’ll have to promise she won’t put out that flag. It’s illegal, does she realise?”

Katherine looks down to the floor and for some reason I do, too. My shoe
scrapes back and forth over the bees-waxed boards. They are quite smooth.

“All right,” I hear her say.

The whole world might be ablaze but tempers will flare at the unbalancing of numbers
in a card party. Lucas Saunders returned his interest to the game even as Katherine
exited through the darkened doorway. Apparently the interlude had threatened a
necessity allied with the clock. It all seems so clear to me, suddenly. For Lucas, our
little gathering is held safely in place by a certain allotted time, a cork plug to stave
off the leaking of the known universe into some kind of impossible chaos. When I
stood up and said I had to leave, he threw his cards dramatically to the table. Face
down, so no one could see what he had. Mrs Fanshawe was very nearly in tears as she

looked up me, biting her lip. She’s terrified of him. Of everybody, come to that.
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Anyway, I can’t worry about it just now. I hurry down the steps. The night is
overcast, few stars, a moon revealing itself only by the toe of its slipper. Under the
glimmer of the new street light, Katherine’s shape is sharp as day and casts her
shadow as long as late afternoon’s. She moves so fast that she has passed right
through its bright pool and soon fades like a flitting moth. Even her footsteps have
fallen silent. I hear the strain of my own breathing. I don’t want to shout for fear of
waking sleeping souls at this hour. I fall through the light, too, and my shoe soles
embarrass me with their tattoo on the empty roadway.

She stops and slowly turns around as I puff up to her. My youth has flitted and
faded, it seems.

I take her wrist and struggle to calm my breath to say, “I just wanted to see if
everything’s all right. You heard from them again, did you?”

Her arm jerks as if she’s received a shock. She doesn’t want to look at me and
I bend a little to see her face. She’s crying!

“Oh, darling,” I say, silly.

She elbows me off as I try to hug her. I know she’s an independent sort. As we
move off together she tries to pull away and I continue to grip her wrist so that she
may not. It is all rather mad. She’s not a child anymore, is she? And more to the point,
not my child. Reluctantly, I release her. Doesn’t she have any softness in her for me at
all, as I’ve always had for her?

But I seem to have got it wrong. She merely uses her freed hand to pull a
handkerchief from the pocket of her coat. She dabs at her eyes. I don’t know what
question to put, or what to offer to all this sadness.

Her voice is choked. “She blames me for it,” she says.

“You? But why?” Dearest child, whom more than once I’ve picked up with
knees bloodied from a fall in the street, her need for my comfort over-ridden by rage
at the unfairness of it all, as if life itself had stuck out its foot and tripped her up! How
could this slight thing who touches my heart so secretly and so affectionately be the
cause of that atrocious phantasm playing out in France and in Flanders? Nothing
makes sense these days.

We’re walking like comrades now, shoulder to shoulder, the mercantile part of
town behind us, trees rearing up beside the road. My eyes are accustoming to
darkness, more troubling a transition since the electric was turned on earlier in the

year. I’'m aware of the swing and kick of our skirts, the grind of our leather soles on
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the parched pathway rising towards the north, and I hear the discreet blowing of her
nose before she says, “The telegrams were addressed to me.”

Now I see. Paddy has put his sister down as next-of-kin.

“He thought I'd be here to open it, if news came. And then I'd tell Mum. He
wasn’t to know I’d have to go up to Brisbane and get a job.”

Norah Martin is too fierce in her emotion. It astounds me sometimes, how she
never seems to learn. It’s always been so, except for her great calm when she faces
down all the fear in some labouring woman who lies split open and screaming terror
at the unknowable pain a child brings in its battle, that great calm she exudes then.
And when someone, I for instance, must let go far too early and bloody the sheets
with waste, it’s her calmness that makes it endurable. No matter what else the years of
knowledge about her have shown, I won’t forget that, ever. All the same, these people
live at a pitch I don’t hear, be it fierce or calm, in tears or amidst an extraordinary
domestic playfulness. I know nothing of it.

But blaming Katherine! Norah’s never understood her. Of course I am aware
of the impurity behind my feelings. I have to be reticent. I say quietly, “You were
only trying to shield her.”

“She says I egged him on. He just told me he was doing it, that’s all. I didn’t
make him join up.”

“Of course not,” I soothe.

“I’d of joined up, but I can’t help it if I'm a girl.”

She’s so young. I smile to the side, to the verandahed cottage we’re passing,
regretting there isn’t someone sitting there in the shadows who’d smile back, the
benign amusement of the elders.

“She said something really horrible, too.” She pauses as if, perhaps, to weigh
up who will come out of this revelation in the dreariest colours. “She said I fell for a
uniform. She said girls are silly for it.”

“But, heavens, he’s your brother. What on earth does she mean? There’s no
logic.”

“She means about someone else. Stevie joined up first, and that’s why Paddy
did it.”

“Stephen? How is that your fault?”” I'm truly becoming enraged at the twists
and turns of this unfairness. She doesn’t answer me. Words hang in the air but I can’t

make them out.
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“What?” I say. “Because he married your sister before he left? Does she think
you were in on that, too?”

She turns further away, hiding her face.

The splattering of rain was almost worse than nothing, the night before last. I didn’t
even hear it, slept through the whole thing. Hope is a cruel kind of trickery. Thirty-six
hours later and the sky is squeezed dry. The cracks breaking the earth in the paddocks
received no sustenance at all and yesterday, as people walked around with their necks
craned upwards scouring the heavens for signs of more clouds, we discovered the
only legacy the storm left us was a lightning strike into a timber-dried, grass-crackling
gully out the road east.

The wind has been rising all morning and now there’s no study of the skies.
By the hour, smoke darkens the day and rag-tags of cindered leaves flap and leap-frog
in the air. Eyes sting when a bush-fire is so close. We can see the reddening halo
above the ridges where the devilish thing is eating up every shred of tree and dropped
bark, scorching kangaroos too slow to run and the other poor, caught creatures. The
birds have gone, flown off in a panic of wild screeching. Just leaves us, watching.

The Sunday service is coming to a close. I seem to have stood and sung
hymns, sat and bowed my head, lost in a dream. I haven’t prayed for a long time, as it
happens. I’ ve been scooped out, cleaner and cleaner as the years pass. It’s only of late
I’ve realised it.

Christopher fidgets beside me. Is he using his prayer book as a fly-catcher? I
peruse it from the corner of my eye, the soft leather spine cradled in his palm, gold-
tipped folios falling lazily open, then suddenly his fingers harden and butt the book
shut. I can feel the sharp breeze from here. Now he’s doing it again. Oh well, he’s not
the only one bored, if that’s what he is.

I’'m in no hurry to step my way along the pew and surge out into the aisle. I'd
prefer just to sit here. He pokes at my elbow with the darned prayer-book, trying to
herd me along. I could hit him.

I shrug him off rather pointedly. Nevertheless, I may as well move. We’re the
last seated. Through the doorway of the porch, I see that the minister is grasping his
hands behind his back and rocking on his feet. He wants nothing more than to walk up
the path to his own home and follow the wafting smells of a roast dinner. He’ll

receive no delay from me.
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When we reach him I crinkle up my eyes as if I couldn’t be jollier. I’ve never
had any intention of betraying my own privacy, not through my manner or any word I
might inadvertently say. It is my only protection in this rarefied climate. The minister
is busily lifting his brows in wry amusement, possibly at the cheekiness of lightning
strikes. But he turns his head from the troupe hanging on his words and reluctantly
releases his clasped hands. He pats Christopher amiably on the back though in fact
he’s herding him further out towards the gate. How does Chris like that? We are
practically swept down the church avenue like messy leaves.

The whole town is swathed in a pall of smoke. It hangs over the clock tower as
if the sky has dropped. We could be burned alive, every one of us. How do we go
merrily along as if this weren’t so? Under everything the fear is icy, lurking.

My throat is irritated by the fumes but as I start to cough the act itself is a
comfort, a cosy consumption. I stop by a fence and bend over with the growing
convulsions. The inside of my hand is pink and warm and sprinkled now with my own
moisture. Christopher’s white handkerchief, neatly squared, appears in front of my
face. I take it, hold it against my mouth and breathe through the cotton. It calms me. It
calms me so much that I don’t want to release it. I close my eyes and breathe through
the mask, my other hand steady on a fence post.

I rise from my delirium to no attentive concern. To the contrary, he stands
with his back to me, arms folded, surveying the crackling east. I madden him.

“Excuse me,” I murmur politely.

At this he turns and equally politely asks, “Are you recovered?”

“Oh, yes.” There’s no point in returning his handkerchief, damp with my own
heat. I tuck it into my purse to put in the wash later. I wonder how we can possibly go
on. It’s not in my nature, this nastiness of charade. Nor in Christopher’s either. We
walk in a silent storm. How have we become so unhappy?

We are saved by the Martins who arrive at the cross-roads just as we do. They
look down on us from the cart upon which their life-gatherings are tied with thick
hemp rope. Her piano is pushed up against the driver’s seat. It plays a ghost tune for
us, jangled notes, as the horse is pulled up. The Martins act as if this mysterious
musicality is of no consequence, or rather such a natural part of the daily round that to
remark on it, notice it in any significant way, would in itself be a curiosity.

Christopher has stopped dead as if he can’t fathom the sight before his eyes.

Norah and Katherine are seated at the front, straight-backed, in blithe ignorance of the
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circus wagon trailing behind them, chairs upended, mattresses a frontier around three
sides, a packed tea-chest ballooning a crocheted bed-rug. I recognise the rug. She was
making it eighteen years ago. I remember her index finger, the red wool draped
beautifully over it, winding the yarn in a waving dangle up from her lap, the blanket
growing over her knees, hour upon hour. My head lay sideways on the pillow and I
watched, half asleep, too scared to be awake, watched the blunt fingernail, the perfect
folds of her joints, the red thread moving and moving.

“Good morning,” she says. The reins are loose in her hands. “What would you
make of this fire? Will the winds die down, do you think?”

The boys are sitting in the base of the wagon, Frank lying stretched out on a
jumble of suitcases and paper-wrapped packages, his head reclined against the double
mattress. Ted kneels up to view us over the top of his mattress. I look to Christopher
and he looks at the boys before he responds, with effort I think, “We might be lucky,
Mrs Martin. Anyway, no need for you to worry. The men have it under control.”

Kindly meant. But in her eyes I see her own truth before she looks to the east.
The men are not here, her eyes say, they are gone. She says, “Well, we still have to
move and get it all done. We can worry about the fire later.”

As my husband counters with another comment on the state of the wind and
the rain, I’m intrigued by young Teddy whose demeanour alerts me. He has begun to
scour about in the base of the cart, apparently looking for something shielded from
sight by the mattress. When the flag appears, it’s folded almost as small as a man’s
handkerchief. He adjusts himself on his motley platform, kneels up and shakes it out
over the side. Teddy looks at me says, “We’re sticking this out the window of our new
house.” His eyes are berry-dark and luscious, the incongruity of ginger lashes curling
around them. Still a baby.

I feel Christopher stiffen, hear some intake of breath. He will not be able to
resist. I’'m stilled as he begins.

“You know your brother was fighting in France when those Irish rebels took it
on themselves to attempt a revolution. Do you understand that, boy?” he says. “The
army had to divert good men out of the field to patrol Ireland, your brother’s
comrades. Every man is needed in France. The sooner we’ve won this thing, the
sooner they’re all home again.”

I touch the worsted jacket. Under it I feel his slight flesh, the knobs of the back

bone.
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Teddy’s eyes are lowering, though not in surrender if I’'m any judge.
Christopher is making a mistake and I feel like a fool in front of these people. But it
seems he can’t stop. “So fold up that Sinn Fein flag, like a good chap, won’t you?
And fly the flag your brother fights under?” His voice, he considers, is pitched to the
ears of a good-natured young rogue, malleable still. Christopher means no malice.
Malice is another thing not in his nature. I wish I could explain this to her. Her gaze is
at an odd angle, half-watching the draped flag, half-staring stonily at the dirt road.
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